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Angel 


Author's Notes: 

Heyl! Something a little introspective about my lovely Izzy! You can imagine they are listening to your favorite 
Zepp song. ;) Hope you like it! 

His screaming voice in his ear wakes him up. 


"Goddamnit, Izzy! Breathe!" 


Axls fingers come out of his mouth and are followed by a steady flow of vomit. The alcohol burns a lot more 


coming back up than it did going down, and the stench assaults his nostrils immediately. 


A hand pushes his head practically inside the toilet bowl and pulls his hair back and away from his face. An 


arm snakes around his chest and holds him up as he finishes pouring out the contents of his stomach. 


He would protest to such manhandling, but his arms are limp and powerless when he tries to bring them up, 
as if the track marks that cover them were weighting them down, turning them to dead chunks of meat. 


He kneels there, useless, collapsed over the toilet bowl, his jeans soaking up the pool of water on the floor. He 


should really fix that leak 

He was so happy two hours ago, blissfully sprawled on the couch. Why dyou always have to come down? 
Axl's hand rubs circles on his back. 

"Sometimes | wonder why the fuck | put up with you" 

He says it conversationally, mainly because that's the way he says everything, as if he were always having a 
conversation and people just come and go, but the conversation continues. He's not expecting a reply, he never 
is. He doesn't need a reply, because needing a reply would imply needing someone and that is just not how Axl 
rolls. 

Izzy answers anyway. 

"Because | put up with you" 

He can't see him, but Izzy knows his friend smiles. The hand rubbing his back becomes affectionate instead of 
clinical. He knows his eyes crinkle, and he can practically taste the memory of the dimples on his cheeks, 
stronger than the acridness of vomit. 

"| don't think that's the way its supposed to work" Axl says. 

Izzy sighs "I know" 

"You're gonna die, you know?" comes the reply, straightforward as if they were discussing the weather 
"Someday, itll be too much. You'll take too much. Your breathing will slow down too much. You'll be passed out 
on the couch and you'll choke on your own puke, because | won't always be on time to wake you up" 


The words are bored and clinical and cruel, but the hand rubbing circles on his back never stops. 


"I know" he repeats, resting his forehead on the toilet seat. They've done this so many times it feels like they 


are following a script; both of them know their lines so well the scene just flows. 
"Fucker" Axl mutters, but he doesn't get up from where he's kneeling behind him, holding him up. 


They are friends. Just friends. Nothing more. 


Izzy knows that. 


He knows that, to Axl, he's a sexless entity, like a brother, or a lamp. He's fine with that. 


But the problem is, Axl loves him. He really, really loves him. That's not just Izzy's besotted, drug-addled brain 
making shit up. 


It's a wild love, the love Axl feels for him. The kind of love that shatters people, that robs them of 


themselves. 
Axl loves Izzy like something that belongs to him. 


Because he does. 


The first time they kiss, they are still Bill and Jeff. They are drunk on cheap stolen beer and teenage 
hormones, and it's the most awkward first kiss in the history of everything, or so it feels. 

(Billy smiles like Jeff is the most wonderful person in the world, like there's nowhere else he'd rather be, no one 
he'd rather be with Hs hair shines golden red in the sun, and his lps taste lke beer and fucking butterflies, if that's 
even possible, and Jeff is in love, love, love. And fourteen and drunk, but that changes nothing) 


It sucks so much that they don't talk about it, they pretend it never happened, they erase it from their minds. 
Period. The end. 


The second time they kiss is dramatic for different reasons. 


Billy is angry. He shows up at Jeff's place in the middle of the night, covered in bruises shaped like fingers and 
belt welts, the lack of a coat to keep him from the wintry air hinting at a hasty getaway. He comes in through 
the window and huddles next to the bed, wrapped up in a blanket he pilfers from the closet without a word. He 
sits there, with his bony knees drawn to his chest, and fumes, so consumed in his world of hurt, powerless 


wrath that he locks everything else out. 


Jeff just looks at him, not knowing what to do. He's never witnessed the damage Billy's father inflicts upon him, 
not like this. So..fresh. He usually catches a glimpse of a bruise or a cut here and there, halfway faded back 
into pale ivory, not these foul splotches of blue, green and yellow, crossed out by the occasional red swell 


where the belt broke the skin. 


Just looking at them, Jeff can't even imagine how they came to be. Sure, there was violence and a great deal 
of pain involved, but for how long? At what angle? How fucking angry, or sick, or just plain fucking crazy do 


you have to be to do that to a person, much less--? 


"Put something on’ Billy says quietly, a faint tremor in his voice. Jeff stares at him in confusion, thinking for a 
second that he doesn't have any clothes on, but then his friend nods at the beat-up turntable in the corner. 
Music, right. 


He puts Zeppelin on, because that's their current favorite, and goes to sit on the floor in front of Billy, the 
quiet lulls of Robert's voice filling the awkward gap between them. They listen to half the record in silence until 


he just can't bear it anymore. 


"What happened?" Jeff blurts out the question before he can stop himself, but he can only stand Billy's glassy 
eyes on him for so long. He holds his breath. 


His friend closes his eyes and shakes his head. 
"| don't wanna talk about it" 
Jeff nods, somewhat relieved, unsure of what he would have done with that knowledge. 


"Let's sleep, then. We have school tomorrow" he laughs a little, knowing that his mother will let him skip and 
will cover for them when she sees that Billy's here. He makes to stand up, but Billy's hand shoots out from 
under the blanket and clutches his long sleeve. 


‘| don't wanna sleep" 


Jeff starts rolling his eyes at Billy's childish one-liners, but any and all annoyed replies he could have emitted 
are choked by his friend's mouth on his. He sits there, awkwardly frozen, numb everywhere but where Billy's 
lips press insistently against his, and it's like an out of body experience, like he's seeing himself from the ceiling, 
where he is suspended in the soft tones of Jimmy Page's guitar. Jeff comes back to himself only when Billy 


pulls away, his mouth unconsciously chasing the redhead's a few inches forward, 


"l'm a horrible son. | drink and steal and l'm a drug addict. | hang out with delinquents. l'm a slut and | practice 
sodomy. l'm a spawn of the devil" he lists off, quoting his father's reasons and imitating his tone of voice, only 
shaky, shivering breaths giving away his agitation ". | also mistreat my mother and suck at school. Oh, and | 


probably set small animals on fire" 


“That's not true" Jeff says softly, not sure how they got here from the previous moment. He blinks a few 
times. Did that actually happen, or did he black out for a few seconds, so caught up in a teenage fantasy that 
he blocked out his friend's pain? 


He's right, though. Billy only got drunk that one time (Dont think about it...) and he never smokes, neither pot 
nor cigarettes. He has good grades, and falls over himself at the sight of a puppy. And how could he ever be a 
spawn of the devil? Soft-spoken, sweet Billy Bailey with his high cheekbones and pale skin, and all that shiny 
fucking hair.. He's the only reason Jeff's ever snuck into church, only just to hear him sing in the choir. How 
could he ever be anything but an angel? 

As for the other two, he's fairly sure Billy's a virgin (Don't think about that either, dont think about if, no, no, 
no!) 


"No, it's not!" Billy hisses, glass eyes gone wild green and fixated on him as his fingers twist the comforter on 
his lap frantically "I told him it's not truel | said it over and over--He doesn't care! He doesn't give a-- a fuck- 
-he just--" 


And Jeff sees then that Billy is not angry, as he'd first thought. He's not frightened or upset as one might 
expect: he's hysterical, frenzied. His breathing is labored and he's sweating, his pale skin covered in a thin sheen 


of sweat. 


"Billy" Jeff whispers, tentatively touching a distressed hand with his fingertips. His friend breaks eye contact 
then, looking down at where their hands touch and going completely still. 


"He hates me for no reason. So | figure.." he says, grasping Jeff's hand in both of his own before looking up, 
and he's trapped in green, caught like fly in a spider-web. He notices for the first time that Billy's lip is 
bleeding. 


"Why not give the motherfucker one?" 


This time, when Billy kisses him, Jeff kisses back, but it's nothing like that first kiss they don't talk about, the 
one that didn't happen It feels angry and cruel and tired and anxious, and it feels like everything Billy will ever 
be: a tidal wave, a powerhouse, fire and fucking thunder. Jeff feels intoxicated, inebriated, addicted, and isn't 
that everything he'll ever be? 


After that, Billy gets drunk. He gets high and he steals, he fights at school and then drops out. He fucks every 
girl that looks at him, and teases every poor bastard that thinks he has a shot. He doesn't set puppies on fire, 


because that's just too much. 


He does talk back at his parents, and quits teaching Sunday school. He wears a jean jacket all the time to hide 
the bruises. He stops singing in the choir. They start a band in some kid's garage. 


Billy and Jeff never kiss again. 


Axl takes him back to the decrepit couch and lies him down, pulling the tattered comforter over him for all 
the good it does in stopping the tremors. He cleans the halfway infected track marks on Izzy's arms like he 
always does: with rubbing alcohol and a healthy dose of sadistic satisfaction 

"You are not an angel" Izzy wheezes, eyes watering at the sting. 


"Nah" Axl smirks, taking pity and blowing on the cuts ". lim one of those bad things that happen to people” 


He holds Izzy's hand in both of his, like he always does, and lays a stinging kiss on the sweaty palm before 


tucking it under the comforter and leaving, presumably to find food. 
Izzy is left there, shivering and miserable, denied the first drug that ever left him strung out. 


"Tell me about it" 


nothing but a beggar 


Author's Notes: 
Chapter two! l'm surprised | wrote this so fast. Hope you'll like it! It follows up the first chapter directly, but 
the timeline is a little hazy because Izzy is pretty out of it. Mild, barely there non/con. 


He's fourteen, he's drunk, and he loves the way Billy dances. 


But maybe that's the beer talking, because he's terrible at it, spastic and offbeat to the imaginary music, but 
he looks happier now than he's looked in weeks, wide grin prettier than the sky. There are finger shaped 
bruises high on his arms, but Jeff knows better than to mention them. 


"E ain't easy, livin’ lke ya wanna, and it's so hard to find peace of mnd!" he sings, raising his arms up above his 


head and spinning, kicking up freshly cut blades of grass "Come on, Jeff!" 
"Yes it isl" he yells, laughing. 


They are hanging out in someone's back yard today, a friend of his mother's who's gone visiting family, and is 
paying Jeff a few bucks to feed the dog and mow the lawn, god forbid it might grow a whole inch above 
ground. The dog, oldest Rottie in the world, is curled up next to him on the ground, drowsily gazing up at Billy 
with his graying head on his paws. 


Its a beautiful day, sunny and warm, birds chirping and all that. At first, Jeff had balked at the thought of 
spending a perfectly good Saturday morning doing shit for some old woman, but having Billy agree to help him 
made things better, even if the most he did was keep him hydrated while worked, feed the dog and then get 


drunk on half a can of beer from the six-pack Jeff had swiped from the convenience store. 


‘Never knowin’ where ya been You've been fadin, always out paradn" he stutters and messes up the lyrics, but 
it doesn't matter "Keepin touch w---aah! 


Billy trips over his own feet and falls on his back in a graceless, giggling heap. 


Jeff crawls over to him with difficulty, body shaking with drunken laughter. The dog also makes his way to 
Billy's side, sniffing his face halfheartedly and tickling him with a wet nose. He pulls the dog to lie down next to 
him and the animal grumbles, but lies down nonetheless, surrendering to a head scratch. Jeff kneels there and 


just looks, probably getting spectacular grass stains on his knees. 


Billy looks content, comfortable in his own skin, lying there in the sun. That's not a usual for him, sweet Billy 
Bailey, always waiting for the other shoe to drop, always averting his eyes. Jeff doesn't remember when they 


started talking, doesn't remember when they saw each other for the first time, doesn't remember when he 


first saw that smile. Billy's always been there: withdrawn and uncomfortable and out of place everywhere, 


except by Jeff's side. 

"Hello" his friend says, looking up at him through a ginger curtain. There's grass in his hair and new freckles all 
over his nose and cheeks, coaxed into being by the midday sun. His eyes are like sea glass in the light of day, 
and his smile.. 

Jeff kisses him because a smile like that can't go without tasting. 


"The needle's still stuck in your arm" Billy says, from somewhere above him. 
"Hnn?" 


He blinks owlishly up at his friend, wondering why his hair is so long and his cheekbones so pronounced. Where 


did all the freckles go? 
"You passed out before you even pulled it out" 


Izzy frowns, but a quick check reveals that yes, there's a needle stuck in his arm. How long has he been lying 


here? 

"Huh" 

Billy stands in front of the couch and stares at him, almost as if he can't believe what he's looking at, and he's 
not Billy. He's Axl now, and he's pissed, the awkward boy from his memories crushed into the visage of poised 
wrath before his eyes. 

"You look like shit" 

Izzy chuckles, because he probably looks even worse than that, but that's what Axl always says. Their script 
is rehearsed and tight, and they don't deviate from it even for a second, so Izzy sits there and watches the 
show of emotions run and chase each other on that marble face. 

The indifferent facade crumbles, and a frown mars his vision's pretty face. 

"You have to stop this" 


Izzy rolls his eyes, because they've had this fight before. 


"Not now, Axe" 


Grunting, he forces himself upright and squints at the coffee table, shivering spasmodically from the cold only 
he can feel. His supplies are not there anymore, but he knows Axl didn't throw them away. His friend knows 
Izzy's way past the point where he can live without it, without the ritual, without the rush. He's a junkie 
through and through, dependant and pathetic, trembling with ever present need. 


Axl moves suddenly and, for a moment, Izzy thinks maybe he's going to get either punched or kissed, but his 
friend surprises him by doing neither: with a violent jerk, he pulls the needle out of his arm and throws it on 
the coffee table. Izzy yelps in pain, clutching at his mangled, feverish arm, the one Axl so carefully cleaned just 


a few hours prior. Was it just hours ago? 
By the time he looks up again, Axl is gone once more. 


Izzy sighs and goes hunting for his stash. 


Jeff leaves Indiana because he has to. There is nothing for him there, nothing but a boring, mindless existence 


removed from music, devoid of feeling. Or at least that's what he tells himself. 


There is something for him there, something pure and strong and all-consuming. A boy with sparkling eyes and 


the voice of an angel. 


But he has his dreams and expectations, there are so many things he wants for himself, so much he wants to 


explore and understand. 
So he leaves behind that pure fire and goes off to see the world, fulfill his dreams. 


(He leaves fo explore the possibility of a world where he doesnt define himself solely from his friendshp with Billy 
He leaves because he doesn't know who he is. He leaves because pretending he doesn't mind the fact that there 
was no fourth kiss, no fifth, no sixth is killing him. He leaves because he's tired of not talking about it) 


"This is good bye, then’ Billy says, hands in his pockets, looking at him like he's about to go take some crappy 
exam and not like he's leaving, probably forever. 


But Jeff knows him enough that he can see the way he's biting the inside of his cheek, the way his hands are 
white knuckled fists in his pockets. His green eyes are glassy and a little red rimmed, and he only looks at him 
for a few seconds at a time before looking away. He let his hair grow out to hide behind it and he doesn't 
laugh as loud as he used to, he doesn't smile as much, but Billy Bailey will never be a cool person He's too 


alive for that. 


Jeff smiles, missing him already. He can feel the pull of gravity make him want to stay, and he knows its now 


or never. 


"No advice? No good wishes?" he asks, resting his back on the dirty brick wall behind him, smoke curling out of 
his nostrils and fluttering upwards. 


Billy rolls his eyes, shifting his weight and crushing one of the cigarette butts that litter the floor behind the 
bus station under the heel of his boot. 


‘Ive never left town. What kind of advice could | give you? | hope you don't die, but that's kinda up to you, | 


guess" 


They stand there, next to each other but not quite meeting each other's eyes, passing cigarettes back and 
forth until it's time for Jeffs bus to depart. Time for him to leave. 


They've never said goodbye before. He doesn't know what to do. Awkwardly, he extends a hand to Billy. 


His friend looks down at it and then back at him. His eyebrows raise and his lips twitch, and Jeff blushes. He's 
dropping his hand when Billy catches it in both of his, making Jeffs breath catch in his throat in turn. 


In a second, Billy covers the small distance between them and presses himself to Jeff, fitting his head under 
his chin. Automatically, Jeff's free arm shoots up to wrap around narrow shoulders. He can feel Billy's breath 
against his neck, the sweat of his palms where they are squeezing his hand, smell the faint minty shampoo he 
used to wash his glossy hair, his quickening breaths where they are pressed together chest to chest. 


"Don't forget to drop me a line" Billy orders, half joking, half serious, and presses a smoldering kiss to the side 
of Jeff's neck before pulling away. He looks at Jeff for a second, as if he were committing him to memory, and 


smiles, but it looks a little tremulous, shaky like a leaf in the early days of fall. 


| have to get going, | have--" he stammers, already backing away, tipping his head forward and hiding behind 


his auburn bangs. 


"Wait" Jeff says, coming out of his stunned, open mouthed daze. But Billy is already gone, running away slow 
enough for it to still be considered walking. 


Jeff wonders, as he gets on the bus that'll take him away, if Billy's crying. 


A dirty, mean, selfish, desperate part of him hopes he is. 


He's twenty-one, he's high, and he loves the way Axl dances. 


It's not the heroin talking, because Axl can dance. He spins, twists and contorts to the music, sensuous and 
appealing. Girls around him stick to him like strips of Velcro. Wicked, slutty Velcro. Izzy hates them, hates the 
fact that they can smile at Axl and bat their eyelashes, hates that they can touch him and feel his warmth. 
Hates the fact that Axl asks for it. 


Because he does. Axl needs touch like a junkie needs his dose. He craves for it, longs for it, asks for it, cries 
out for it with his raised arms and upturned face, exposing the impossibly long line of his neck invitingly, giving 
himself up for some touch, any touch that won't hurt and will just take him away from here, away from this 


bleak city with its bleak people. Any stranger will do. 


Izzy leans against the wall and watches as hands that aren't his skim up Axl's chest, a stranger's arms looping 


around his neck, someone's fingers running through blazing red hair.. 


He should go. He's not in the mood to find a girl, hasn't been for a while. He doesn't want a drink. He only came 
because he knew Axl would be here, here to take his mind away from the fact that his best friend is a 
suicidal junkie, spiraling downwards. Izzy knew he'd find him here and he wanted to..what? Apologize? No. He just 
thought about Axl and his feet brought him here, his sun's gravity pulling him closer. 


Just as it is pulling him right now, dragging him through the swarm of sweaty bodies and the thick scent of 
sweat and booze and sex. He's in outer space, hanging from the ceiling and looking down at himself, nothing but 
a speck of dust drifting along, breaking through the crowd and the smoke and the lights and the music. 


"Izzy, what the fuck?" 


Axl is surprised to see him, surprised to feel Izzy's hand wrap around his forearm and forcefully peel him off 


his current dancing partner, surprised to be hauled away from the dance floor and out back into the night. 
"Are you fucking high again?" 


He watches himself shove Axl against the wall, watches himself in the intermittent light cast on them by a 


streetlamp and a tasteless neon sign. 
"Not high enough" 


He mashes their mouths together forcibly, trapping Axl against the wall with his body, wanting nothing but to 
blur into him and loose all this fucking cold, swallowing the other's protests into his void. 


Thus ends the out of body experience. Like a crashing wave, Axl's heat seeps into his body, melting through his 
skin and lighting up his very bones. He sees fireworks, he hears music, he feels wrapped up in fucking clover. 


He's in love, love, love, and he's high and it changes nothing. The high'll go away, but this won't fade. 


He doesn't expect the punch that sends him sprawling to the floor, his mind flickering with the collision like 
static on a TV screen He blinks a few times, trying to clear the whiteness and looks up at strip of sky he can 
see from the alley. For the first time, he notices the smell of garbage and dirt, putrefaction and decay. You 
can't see the stars from the city. 


He gazes up at Axl. 


"You don't get to do that, you--Fuck" his friend looks crazed, pacing back and forth as he runs fingers through 
his hair. Izzy wants to go and comfort him, wrap him in his arms and calm him down, but his balance is all 
fucked and when he tries to get up he just goes back down, shaking with laughter like an upturned, demented 


tortoise. 
Axl stops pacing. 
"What the fuck are you laughing at?!" he demands, the fury in his voice a breathing, trembling thing. 


"I fell--" he wants to say it, but he needs to see his friend's reaction, so he forces his head up to look at him, 


grinning madly at his own wretched joke "I fell for you and now | can't get up" 


Axl looks stricken, pale like a ghost, bruised lips parted, eyes wide and glassy and perfect, the yellow light from 
a street lamp highlighting the gold in his hair, topping his head like a halo. 


Izzy's head falls back to the floor, and Axl disappears from his field of vision, but he knows that he's still 
there. He wouldn't leave him alone. His breathing is so loud Izzy can hear it even over his own mad, stuttering 


laughter. 


He lays there for a while, the warmth he stole from Axl seeping back to the ground, going back to the earth 
where all wild things return, but that's ok. He got his fill, even if it was just for a while. 


‘Come on" Axl says, his quiet voice piercing through the haze of drugs and night, and suddenly he's being pulled 
to his feet. He's conscious of the fact that he's like a bag of sand, limp and heavy, and he tries to help in 
getting himself upright, but his limbs are nonresponsive, like a corpse's. He's numb to the wind, blind to the 


street lights, deaf to the shitty music coming from the club. All he feels is the heat from Axl's body and all 


he hears are his hash breaths and the way he curses all the way home. 


if | can face the night 


Author's Notes: 

Hey! Not really sure about this one, it's the middle chapter before things actually start happening. It got kind 
of long. My proofreader says that Axl is a dick here, and | thought so too, but after re-reading it | realized | 
would have probably done something similar in his situation, so.. what do you guys think? 


Anna is the most beautiful girl in the world Her eyes are a rich shade of brown, alive and happy, rimmed with 
dark green, and her hair a cascade of black, curls looping together like living things, a striking seaglass 
butterfly pin her only accessory. Her dress is simple black softness, harmless, clinging to her frame tenderly. 
She loves dogs and birds and Shakespeare and the Beatles, and she cries every time she watches City Lights. 
She wants to be an actress, came here all the way from Georgia looking for her one shot, but she's not so 


sure about nude scenes or kissing strangers, because that's just plain awkward, right? 


The Strip is going to gobble her up and spit her out in mangled bits in no time at all, all that will be left will be 
a shapeless mass of corrupted innocence held together by clammy sadness and broken dreams. Nothing but a 
bleeding lump of Hollywood trash, one of many lined up on the sidewalk and crawling out of the alleyways. No 
shame there. 


For now, though, she belongs with Izzy and Izzy alone, and he relishes in the way she smiles wide and laughs 
loud and kisses sweetly, shyly, as if she weren't being pressed against the side of crumbling building by a 
gutter rat, as if there were nowhere else in the world she'd rather be, no one else she'd rather be with. 


Its easy to close his eyes and picture where he'd rather be, with whom he'd rather be with, and lock himself 
in his castle in the sky. He doesn't need a shade of red to get him there, doesn't need a spark of green: all he 


needs is a little bit of a child that never fades, and he's flying higher than the clouds. 


"Hey, idiot" the voice is annoyed, and the hand that grabs his arm and pulls him away from Anna and his 
fantasy is not gentle at all. The spell breaks, and the sour-sweet smell of putrefaction hits his nostrils, 
grounding him down on the earth ". Hurry the fuck up" 


Axl doesn't linger to hear an answer: he's back inside the club by the time Izzy turns to look at him, the 
backdoor swinging closed behind him. Izzy fancies he can feel the gust of icy anger directed at him even 
through the door and the people, that it still finds him and relentlessly crashes into him, chilling him to the 


bone, even as Axl slips farther and farther away from him. 


He could try and lose himself inside Anna's warmth again, could try and ground himself inside that cocoon of 
ingeruousness, steal some of it away for himself, but he knows that Axl's voice cut through that useless 


placebo, tore him away from his delusion. 


"Come on" he says to Anna, grabbing her small hand to pull her inside, into the throng of sweaty, twisting 


bodies. Izzy grimaces "There's still time to change your mind!" 


"No way!" she says, shouting to be heard over the pounding music. Even her voice is not made for the noise 


of the night "I'm dying too hear you play!" 


Izzy laughs, because the only good thing about Hollywood Rose is the way Axl sings, but she'll find that out 
herself before the night is over. 


"Your funeral!" 


He leaves Anna at the bar, buys her a drink and she kisses him for good luck, whatever the fuck that means. 
He makes the tortuously slow way to the stage blind, the thick fog-like smoke soaking the atmosphere 
practically choking him. The stage is set up behind the makeshift front curtain, Johnny already seated behind 
his beat up drum-set and starring unfocusedly ahead when Izzy jumps on the platform and crawls under the 
curtain-- and is almost brained with his own guitar. 


"Watch it!" he yells, barely grabbing the instrument so unceremoniously thrown his way. 


"The fuck took you so long" Axl states rather than asks, glaring at a laughing Johnny as Chris and Rick finish 
setting everything up, both a lot more familiar with Axl's moods to do anything that would shift the redhead's 
attention to them. 


He's been in a dark mood for a few days, snapping at everyone at rehearsals and leveling Izzy with a glare that 
would peel the skin off lesser men every time he inquires after the reason why he's being such a dick to 


everyone. 


(Sometimes he catches green eyes staring at him, feels them burrowing into the back of his head while he's 
preparing to get his fix. He felt them earlier tonight, when he was letting Anna drag him out back He feels the 
freezing anger digging holes into him, and he worries, because maybe Axl finally realized what he does, maybe Axl 
finally noticed the way lzzy steals heat from him to banish the cold, maybe thats why he replaced the fire 
between them with all this snow) 


Izzy is much more familiar with Axl's dark moods than their band-mates are, but he simply does not give a 
fuck. They've been on the edge of a fight for a week now, circling one another like mad dogs, and he's tired. He 
knows something's wrong, that he did something wrong, but every time he tries to stir the conversation in 
that direction or just asks outright, he gets a clipped answer or a scathing glare and fuck that. They are 
supposed to be friends. 


| was busy. | do have a life, you know?" outside of you is left unsaid, but they both know what he meant. He 
regrets it almost as soon it's out of his mouth, and then regrets regretting it because why the fuck should 


he care about being cold or cruel? Axl sure doesn't. 


"Fucking sluts in filthy alleys? That's your fucking life?" Axl says, smirking. He doesn't do things like that, 
because he has a girlfriend that he bends over backwards for, that he loves in a way that makes Izzy want to 


punch things or strangle someone, her, probably, because she's a fucking witch and he hates her so much. 


"Really? Dressed like that, youre gonna go around pointing out sluts?" and he's aware he's threading muddy 
waters, he's crossing some lines. That sounds disturbingly familiar to things other men, worse men, would and 
have said to his friend, but suddenly he's angry. He's angry at that bitch that gets to call Axl her own and 
he's angry at Axl for letting him out in the cold and then wearing those fucking pants and that fucking 
translucent shirt, he might as well be naked- (Don't go there, dont go there, don't go there) 


He's even offended on Anna's behalf, of all fucking things, because she's not a slut. She's the first unpolluted 
thing he's seen in so fucking long.. 


And then Axl's cold anger melts, his lips part, his eyes widen, and nothing in the whole world is purer, more 
beautiful, than his friend caught off guard, because that is the only moment when Axl allows himself to just 
be, no bullshit, no tough acts. 


Axl's lustrous hair, usually a straight scarlet curtain, is teased up in an elaborate fashion, waves of ginger like 
a crown on top of his head. He's wearing make up tonight, courtesy of his fucking girlfriend, no doubt, soft 
shades of violet around his eyes that make them seem bottomless and his skin colorless..the effect is 
mesmerizing, and Izzy gets so caught up he almost misses the second the tension snaps and Axl launches 


himself at him, bloody murder written all over his beautiful, beautiful face. 


"Okay, calm down" Chris says, wrapping both arms around Axl's chest and holding him back before can do any 
damage ". Come on, it's time. You can have your fucking domestic fight after the show, yeah? I'll hold him down 
while you fuck him up for that last one" 


Johnny laughs, and Izzy gives him some credit because it only sounds a little nervous "That would be a good 


fucking show" 
I'd buy tickets for that!" Chris smirks and Izzy glares at him. 


"Let him go already" he snaps. He's conscious of the way Axl's glare falters and becomes a stare, but he 
doesn't care because that motherfucker is still draped all over the redhead's back, still has his fucking arms 


around him and there's no need anymore, goddamnit ". You should let the lights guy know we're done” 
"Yeah" Axl says, smoldering eyes scrutinizing Izzy's face. 


Chris ignores him and waits for Axl's almost imperceptible nod to let him slip from his arms. Then chuckles, 
shaking his head, and runs off, which is a good thing because Izzy was very close to punching the bastard in 
the face and he could do without his creepy and completely inappropriate possessiveness showing so 


dramati cally. 


He busies himself checking up if his guitar is plugged in correctly at least five times, willing his hands to stop 
shaking. He doesn't know if he's trembling because its been too long since he last shot up or because he can 

hear the people outside talking and just knows that he'll hear them cheering soon, and isn't that a marvelous 

feeling? 


(Or maybe its because he can almost feel suspicious blue-green eyes on him the whole time) 
"Come on, suckers" Chris says, grinning as he grabs his guitar ". Let's rock the house" 


Stopping himself from running a hand over his face and smearing all his carefully applied makeup at the last 
moment, Axl runs a hand through his hair and messes it up further. As he grabs the mic and the music is 
turned off, the curtains slowly dragging open, he turns and locks eyes with Izzy for a fleeting moment before 
the first song kicks up. He looks otherworldly under the cheap stage lights. 


Once again, it isn’t Izzy's halfway in love brain making shit up. The catcalls from the audience and the way 
Chris fucks up every time the scantily clad redhead gets a little too much into his personal space attest to 


that. 
He's rabid tonight, unleashing all his anger on the unsuspecting audience. 


They eat it up. They are charmed, enchanted. They fall under Axl's spell and he has them, and it doesn't 
matter that the music sounds untidy and the mic is a little too fuzzy: they belong to him. He dances and wails 
and jumps and spins and swings his hips around and they fall in love with his passion. Izzy understands. He's 
been there before. 


He looks at Axl, at the way he dances, and silently pleads for a ceasefire, a pause of sorts. He looks so fucking 

far away from him, and thats not right. They should be standing in concert, pressed back to back, grinning and 
having fun, caught in the only thing that's ever truly meant anything to them outside of each other, the only 

thing more important than drugs or girls or whatever the fuck Izzy did that was so wrong. (Come to me, 


come to me come to me cometome) 


He waits but it never happens. Axl doesn't come over to him, doesn't plaster himself to Izzy's sweaty back, 


doesn't lay his head on his shoulder as he screams his frustrations away. 


Izzy watches him slither up to Chris, gazes through his fringe as Axl deliberately rubs up against the other's 
back, feels something hideous curl up in his stomach when Axl moans into the microphone and looks straight at 
him--Chris misses a note and Izzy misses a note but Axl's scream is so loud no one notices and he grins, the 
vindictive motherfucker, because now he knows for sure. 


The crowd goes wild. 


When Izzy--because he is Izzy now, thank you very much, everyone and anyone who may want to call him 


Jeff is miles and miles away--sees Billy Bailey again, Billy is not Billy anymore: standing at the door of the 
shitty, cockroach infested place he's sharing with a friend stands a complete stranger, looking bored and like 
he's got a thousand things he'd rather be doing than looking at Izzy's squalid, starved face. 


Dark shades, leather pants, leather jacket, combat boots, Pink Floyd T-shirt. Pale complexion. Long copper hair.. 


Izzy takes the stranger's appearance in and tries (and fails) not to think about why he finds those things so 


alluring. 


(ts funny, in a sad way, because he left Indiana because he was tired of not doing and not talking and not thinking, 
but that was nothing, nothing, in comparison to trying not to think about hm altogether. It's funny, in a sad way, 
because you dont realize how big a part of your life a person is until you try to cut them out with distance and 
fime and mental walls, and they stil find a way to get in and fuck up your existence) 


But he's not thinking about that, so he figures it's probably the fact that he hasn't gotten laid in a week and 
he's still a teenager. Everything is alluring to him. 


Hot Izzy thinks through a splitting headache, wondering if pretty red would be opposed to being ravaged on the 
floor of a dingy hallway. He's willing to ignore his killer hangover for a chance of sinking his hands into that 


shiny hair. 


"Who are you?" he asks, leaning against the doorframe and crossing his arms across his chest, partly to look 
cool and partly because he doesn't trust his legs to take all of his weight. 


The stranger looks uninterested, his jaw suggesting a tad of annoyance, but maybe that's just because the 


shades hide half his face. 
"Axl, now. You gonna let me in or what?" and he shoulders his way inside, not waiting for a response. 


"Hey, hey, wait a---" Izzy grabs his arm to pull the litle intruder outside. The other turns around and Izzy's 
mouth goes dry, his guts churn and he feels sick and no, no, no, because the stranger took his glasses off and 
he's not a stranger at all, he's---"Billy?" 


I'm Axl now" not-Billy repeats, looking annoyed. Izzy tries to find the landmarks that will tell him if this is 
some bizarre hallucination, if he's still drunk from last night's party, if life has finally driven him mad enough 
to mistake some unfamiliar person for his angel, like a mirage in the middle of the dry dessert, but what he's 


looking for is not there. 


His eyes are hard and his lips are thin and scowling and his cheekbones are more pronounced than ever, baby 
fat completely stripped from his sinewy body. His voice is deeper and rougher, and even his fucking hair looks 
different, dulled in the artificial light, but thats not the most shocking of all: he doesn't bounce from foot to 

foot in anxiety, doesn't squirm uncomfortably, doesn't stare back like a deer caught in headlights. He just gives 


Izzy a once over, like they saw each other yesterday and not..fuck, a whole year ago. A lifetime ago, it seems. 


Izzy stares, mouth slightly open, and the stranger smirks. 


"All that weed is frying your brain, man" 


(zzy avoids Axl after the show, but he's not sure why. Its not like he's been trying to hide the fact that he has a 
thing for the redhead, but.) 


He and Chris and Johnny do celebratory lines in the bathroom when they get antsy at the bar, the feeling of 


success after a good show almost as overwhelming as the coke itself. 


(But now Axl knows. This is it. He noticed, and he's going to do something about it, because he's angry for whatever 
reason and however much he loves lzzy, he's a right bastard and wants to hurt him, hurt him bad, because Axl 
doesn't fight like normal people. He doesn't aim at making the other person feel ashamed or upset, or moderately 
mortified He aims at total destruction, and lzzy just gave him the piece of himself he most zealously guards) 


A chick is wailing in one of the stalls, her high pitched moans adding a touch of the erotic to their little 
picture of excess. The boys jeer and make some ridiculously vulgar comments, and Izzy has to laugh, because 
that seems to rile the girl and her partner up even more, the proffered sounds of pleasure becoming almost 


animalistic. 


Izzy tumbles out of the stall, adrenalin rushing all the way to his fingertips. He rests his back against the tiled 
wall, ignoring Johnny's halfhearted warnings of how many diseases he's going to get just for being in there, let 


alone touching the walls. 
"Dude" Chris says, laughing ", the fuck are you talking about? We just snorted coke off the fucking toilet seat!" 


Izzy chuckles, letting himself slide all the way down to the grimy floor. Johnny replies something that makes 
Chris crack up, but he's not listening to them anymore: the girl's gasps and moans are reaching the pinnacle, 
with barely any interval between one erotic sound and the next. He's half hard just from listening, his mind's 
eye running rampant, scrambling from one idea to the next at a maddening speed, headed for a predictable 
destination. He's soaring far above the ground, caught again in the image of Technicolor butterflies and seaglass 


eyes in no time. 


Axl would probably slit his throat if he knew half the perverted, lust-soaked thoughts that clutter in his brain, 
clamoring for attention at all times. Sure, he figures that he has a thing for him, acrush of sorts, but what 
would he say, Izzy wonders, if he saw all the images he needs to conjure up just to get off? All the depraved 
fantasies, all the twisted situations, all degrading positions Izzy's imagining him in from this disgusting restroom 


floor while he listens to some drunk chick get fucked the way he wishes he could fuck his best friend? 


(But not lke that, not like that. Never lke that. Not drunk or high in a fucking restroom, surrounded by other 
people's shit and piss and fucking puke, trying to get something out of their systems as strangers and junkies walk 


around and in and out. Nice and sweet and fucking sappy, with candles and shit he doesn’t like and Axl doesn’t like 
but will be there anyways, because itll be a big deal, itl be important, and because itt! make Billy call him an idiot 
and smile. Remember when he used to smile? He hasnt smiled in a long time. A week is such a long fucking time. 


But he will. zzy'l make Axl smile if its the last fucking thing he does) 


"You okay there, man?" Chris asks, squinting down at him, probably because he's been starring ahead for 
awhile and Chris is a nice guy, wanting to make sure he's ok. Its not his fault he touches Axl too much. And 


now he's laughing again. 


"Fuck, | said that out loud?" he chuckles, his heart beating fast as a rabbit's. He needs to do something: he has 
all this energy he's not using and he's half hard, might as well do the logical thing and go find a girl, dance a 
little and maybe fuck. He hasn't fucked in a while. Wasn't he with someone at some point tonight? 


As if on cue, the stall door swings open Izzy hadn't noticed the silence the bathroom had fallen into, too busy 
within his own head. The chick stumbles out to a chorus of jeers and badly delivered puns. Black dress, black 
hair, kitten heels, smudged make up. He almost doesn’t recognize her, but the butterfly pin on her head is like 


a beacon, askew as it is. 


Anna blushes when she sees him, faltering for a second, but he's so stunned he doesn't do anything other than 
follow her with his eyes as she picks up her pace and walks out of the bathroom, letting her spoiled innocence 


be chased out by piercing wolfwhistles and laughter. No shame there. 


"Dude, what's wrong with the alley? It's, like, tradition!" Johnny exclaims, clearly boggled, and Izzy turns his 
head just in time to see Axl tie up his pants and wipe a smidge of lipstick off his face with a piece of toilet 


paper. 
"IFs cold outside" he says, shrugging, and turns a little too unceremoniously for it to be casual to gaze 
fleetingly at Izzy, the redhead's eyes as stone cold as the tiled floor ". Besides, | figured that's Izzy's spot. He 
fakes all his little conquests back there, after all" 


lzzy stares. 


"That was Izzy's chick, right?" he hears Johnny confusedly ask, as if he were inquiring after a particularly 
tough to follow plot twist in a soap opera. 


He stares so hard he feels like his eyes are crossing and he forgets what he's staring at, and by the time he 
comes back to himself Axl has disappeared. 


"That's messed up, dude" he hears Johnny say as he gets up from his spot on the floor. 


"I think what's really messed up" Chris mock whispers as he gets back in the stall for another line "is that she 


got to fuck him before Izzy did" 


He runs out of the restroom, his heart beating so hard that for a second he worries its going to go all the 
way up his throat and out of his mouth and wouldn't that be a poetic way to die? Throwing up his own fucking 
heart in rock club, splattering blood all over the patrons to a chorus of shrieks and ewws? The useless thing's 


only ever given him grief, anyway. 


He finds Axl five blocks away, walking back home at brisk pace, and he can't remember for the life of him the 
trajectory that took him there: once again his feet prove to have a life of their own when it comes to finding 


redheads in the dead of right. 


Evil deed accomplished Axl's strut seems to say, his shoulders pulled back and his back straight, his messy hair 
catching fire under the street lights. Izzy feels like grabbing a fistful and pulling, fucking tearing. His blood is 
rushing in his ears, and all he hears is the beat of his own heart pumping like crazy. He feels angry and rabid 
and frantic and so fucking cold, his hands are buzzing with adrenaline but his fingers feel numb so he curls his 


fists tight: 


The sane part of him, the one that usually runs the ship, tells him stop his mad jog when he gets a block 
behind Axl. It tells him to stand still and calm the fuck down, because this whole fucking terrible week is 
coming to a head and what the fuck is he going to do anyway? Hit Axl, hurt Axl, hug Axl, yell at Axl, kiss Axl, 
fuck Axl? A weird combination of all of the above? 


This is stupid, stupid, stupid he thinks even as he catches Axis arm in a crushing grip and twists him around, 
ignoring the way he yelps in surprise and pain, but not fear, because of course the motherfucker knew it was 


Izzy following him all along. Is probably all part of his fucking plan. 


Izzy's blood boils. Axl starts to say something, but he cuts him off, backing the smaller man against a 
crumbling building front and holding those bony wrists in a white knuckled grip. 


"What the fuck, man?!" he's conscious that his voice is a little too high pitched, and he feels far away. He's not 


even sure what he's mad about, but it's been such a long time since he last felt like this. Felt so much. 


"Calm the fuck down, would you?" Axl rolls his eyes, so fucking indifferent... his lips are reddened and swollen 
from hungry kisses, and Izzy wants to bite them off and watch the blood flow, anything to prove this 
apathetic creature of the night is fucking alive at all "She wanted a quick fuck. She found me first. ‘sides, you 


were busy" 
"IFs still not fucking cooll" He smells like Anna, her perfume clinging to his hair and skin.. Izzy's torn between 
wanting to run as far away from that smell as possible or burying his face in Axis neck and just breathing. 


He's desperately aware of the fact he's all the way hard now, his dick game for whatever happens next. 


"You love her?" Axl asks, staring up at him, and it sounds like a challenge. His eyes are drowning in smeared 


makeup, and his face is covered in rivulets of violet and purple. 


Okay..."What?" 


"Do. You. Love. Her." And Izzy knows there is a deeper meaning, something encrypted there that is the fucking 
answer to this whole thing. 


" | don't--" he stammers, his brain scrambling to piece together the meaning of his friend's words-- 

His eyes widen, and he remembers. Pretty Axl, caught between him and the wall. Lovely Axl, so warm and 
wonderful, so full of life. Brilliant, breathtaking Axl, so beautiful with the street lights caught in his hair. Sweet 
Axl, groaning protests that were completely ignored. 

(Glassy, stricken, betrayed eyes and parted swollen lps, trembling voice- 

You don't get to do that- 

What the fuck are you laughing at- 

/ fell for you and now | can't get up- 

Was Axis heart truly beating as loudly as his own is right now?) 

Fuck. Izzy stumbles back, letting go of Axl's wrists and wondering if he should say he's sorry, if it even means 
anything. The high he was clinging to is gone and cold sweat runs down the back of his neck, so fucking cold, 
but this time maybe he fucking deserves it. 

(He remembers the club, the same tucking club, the same fucking alley, 

Really? Dressed Ike that, you're gonna go around pointing out sluts?- 

| figured that's Izzy's spot. He takes all his little conquests back there, affer all - 

He's disgusted at himself, grossed out at his own actions, his own words and it shows on his face, it seems, 
because Axl takes one look at him and knows his mission is complete: he meant to destroy, and he did. His eyes 
hardening and his mouth flattening into a pitiless line, he looks every bit one of the marble statues that 
guarded his father's church. 


"Took you long enough" 


This time, when Axl leaves, Izzy doesn't follow. 


come and make it alright 
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It takes time for them to find a way to be with each other again, after Axl appears at his door with nothing 
but the clothes he's wearing and a suspicious amount of money in his pocket, mainly because they are not the 


same people anymore. 


Izzy knows, objectively, that he's changed. He's smarter now, less naive, more open minded. He reinvented 
himself when he got to the city, yes, but he's still Jeff, only sharper, cooler. He lives a relatively quiet life, 
with his music and his friends and his drugs. 


Axl is not Billy at all. After that one night in little Jeff's bedroom, the night they still don't talk about even 
though they are different people, Billy had started morphing into the creature that now inhabits Izzy's life, but 
it seems that the year they were separated was decisive. Axl is not awkward, he's not wary, he's not polite, 


he's not unsure of himself, he's not surprised every time someone looks at him with interest. 


All the things that once made Billy Bailey himself are gone, replaced in their entirety with thrumming energy 


and seemingly endless passion, coiled together under a detached facade. 


(He sees leftovers of Billy here and there. Sometimes, when he's high or drunk, Axl smiles at him, wide and sweet, 
lke there's nowhere else he'd rather be, no one he'd rather be with Sometimes, when Axl's mind takes hm to a 
dark place, he allows himself fo be wrapped in Izzy's arms as he breathes heavily but doesn’t cry, his rapid 
heartbeats slowly going back to normal) 


He never really asks to stay, but he looks at Izzy with those immense sea green eyes, so different now but 
still so familiar, and he's hooked again: there's no way in hell he's letting Axl, whoever he might be, run away 


from him. 


Its easy to let himself find his place in Axl's orbit once again, the muffled life he'd been living promptly 
abandoned, because if there's one thing that never changes is the incandescent light behind those green eyes. 


They tear through the city together like an earthquake, all the things he'd seen and done on his own acquiring 
new hues and new tastes when held under Axl's radiance. He demands to meet all his friends and every garage 
musician Izzy's ever heard of, and he weeds out the pretenders and the phonies with skill and purpose, 
emerging from the fray with their blood under his nails and a grin on his face, because by the end of the 
month they have something like a band and they are making something like music, Izzy's rambling energy 


redirected right where it was always meant to go. 


By the time he realizes that he's right back where he was when he decided to leave everything behind, the 


thought flies away from him as soon as it comes up, nothing but smoke in the wind. 


"Why Axl?" Izzy asks one afternoon, picking randomly at the strings of his beat up guitar, and trusts that his 
friend will understand what he means by the question 


Axl shrugs, crossing out a line of the song they are trying to write on a piece of cardboard "Billy didn't last a 


week on his own" 
Izzy nods, because Jeff didn't either. 


"Dude, are you guys fighting?" Chris asks, looking for all the world like he just found out his parents are 
getting a divorce. 

They are freebasing off an aluminum foil plate, sitting on the floor in their little living room as far away from 
their old couch as possible without being in the bathroom or one of the two bedrooms, because Axl always 
gives them shit for making the thing smell like burnt plastic. They only set it on fire that one time, but he 


always gets mad at them if they smoke too close to it. He can always tell. 


"No" Izzy answers, breathing in the fumes. He's not even lying, because they are not fighting. In order for 


them to be fighting, they should be talking. And they are not. 


He was doing really well not thinking about their conspicuously absent singer, but now he can't stop thinking 
about the crease that forms between the redhead's eyes when he glares. 


| haven't seen him around much" Chris comments, looking up at a fixed point of the stained ceiling like it holds 


the secrets of the universe. 

Izzy strains to find the spot that's so fucking interesting "That's ‘cause he hasn't been around much" 
"Where is he?" 

"Somewhere" 

Chris' face is scrunched up in mystification "But where?" 

Izzy rolls his eyes "I don't know, Chris. It's not like we live in each other's asses" 


"Bet you wish you did’ Chris says, waggling his eyebrows. Izzy can actually feel the blood draining from his 
face, and his friend bursts into fits of laughter. 


"Dude!" Izzy stammers, punching him in the arm and causing him to lose balance and fall on his back on the 


floor, still laughing. 


"Chill, man!" he says, wiping tears away from his eyes "It's cool. You could do without being so obvious and shit 
about it, though. You've been moping around the place, looking at him like he put your puppy in a blender for a 
week. It's pathetic. What happened?" 


Izzy's too high to answer that question. Suddenly he realizes Chris is not as high as he pretends to be because 


he should be too high to ask that question He swats him on the chest. 


"Traitor" he sighs, dropping the foil on the floor and laying down flat on his back with a groan, the world 
tumbling down after him with a noise much like popping joints. He's so dead beat ". | fucked up" 


Is been two weeks since the thing with Anna and the subsequent drama, and it's not that Axl is ignoring him, 
per se. They see each other passing, when Axl stops by to have a shower before going to work and when they 
get together to rehearse in Johnny's garage, almost every afternoon He talks to Izzy, about gigs or rent, but 
he doesn't spill pieces of his inner dialogue to him. The never-ending conversation goes on inside Axl's head, but 


Izzy can't hear it. He isn't allowed. 


Izzy never realized how much he depended of those insights into his friend's headspace until now, that he finds 
himself deprived of them. He feels disconnected, ungrounded, because Axl's voice is such an important part of 


his life, such a constant, and now he can't hear it, it's gone. He wants to talk to him, but he doesn't know how. 


And what the fuck is he going to say? Nce weather we are having, sorry | shoved my tongue down your throat 
that one time. And pretty much called you a whore the other night. Also, | love you Can I suck your cock? Not 
happening. 


He's never been good at starting a conversation, he never knows what to say, but that's never been a problem 
with Axl. Even when he's dead set on laying waste to the world, it's Izzy he relays his plans to, but this time.. 


just silence. Dead, vast silence, that Izzy doesn't know how to break. 


And Axl doesn't touch him. Not even a pat on the back or a tap on the shoulder to get his attention, not an 
accidental graze when they pass each other on the hallway outside the apartment, no nothing. Its not like they 
used to spend the day wrapped in the other's arms, but touch is a really big deal to Axl, and Izzy's the one 
he's always been most comfortable with. Safe. 


(Axi's possessive arm around his shoulders when they go out or when they are playing music together, Axis hand 
wrapped around his wrist when he's dragging him to see this or that, Axis nimble fingers carefully cleaning and 
patching up his useless junkie forearms, AxI's hands holding his lke something precious, Axis lps a smoldering brand 
on his starved palm) 


So they are not talking, or touching, and Axl's been spending more nights with his girlfriend than at their place, 


so most nights Izzy wakes up cold on the couch where he passed out whereas he used to wake up with a 


blanket tucked around him and a note that said A+ least try to make it fo the bed, lightweight pussy taped to his 
forehead. 


That's cool, it's ok, doesn't mean anything. The witch beckoned and Axl went, like always. It's not like they are 
not friends anymore, right? He'll be by to bitch about it in no time, right? 


Right. 


I's just that the world feels muted, every color less bright and every sound less sharp. Izzy feels scattered, 
worn-out and uninspired, his life falling back into the patterns he acquired during that one year of solitude. It's 
fucked up that he can't seem to build a life that doesn't have Axl at its core, but he's always been like that: 
he's always been a fucking junkie. Even as a kid he found himself drawn to Bill Bailey's luminous smile, turning 


to that prism of light like a flower turns to face the sun And now his sun ran away from him. 


(But he deserves it. He deserves everything Axls trust is a fragile thing and he gave it fo lzy thinking that he 
would never harm him, and lzzy did just that. Because Axl is not just mad, he's hurt. lzzy remembers the look of 
pure unadulterated betrayal swirling in his eyes in the hazy, dream lke quality of a drug-addled memory, the way 
he looked at Izzy as if his friend had just cut him deep, as if he'd just broken..something so fucking important words 
could not describe it) 


"So fix it" Chris says. 
Izzy sniggers, because this guy clearly knows shit about Axl, even if he's the one that gets to touch him now. 
Chris rolls all over the floor laughing. Fuck, he said that out loud He doesn't know why the fuck he was so 


surprised he confessed to Axl the other night because clearly he loses control of his shit when he's high. 


"Yeah, you do! Oh my God.." Chris says, gasping for breath. Damnit. "So what? You told him you wanted to live 
in his ass and he clocked you, then bolted? ‘cause | can totally see Axl doing that" 


‘Is complicated" he says, which is pretty much the understatement of the year "Axl is--complicated! 

Chris chuckles "You are in love with him or something?" 

Izzy winces, unsure if he wants to acknowledge that fact out loud, but he can't just deny it, can he? God, his 
head hurts. It feels swollen, out of proportion with the rest of him. His arms hurt, too: pocked full of holes and 
covered in bruises. They look so bad Chris suggested they freebase today, just to take the edge off. Not 
shooting up one day is not going to kill him. 

He feels as if he's melting into sludge, drops of him slipping through the cracks on the floor and down, down, 
down. The downstairs neighbors are going to be pissed. Axl too, but Axl already hates his guts so what's one 


more thing, right? 


"I kissed him" he says instead, because admitting to an act of intoxicated passion is easier than.feelings "And | 


told him that-yeah" 

(And then he laughed like a wretched idiot and thats probably the icing on the cake, isn't it? lezy didn't just breach 
his friend's boundaries, the comfort zone Axl so zealously guards: he had the gall to laugh about it. How humillated, 
how violated he must have felt. How the fuck do you fix that?) 


Chris turns to look at him with an alarmed expression on his flushed face, like he just told him he kicked a 


crocodile and then ran away "Wait-this was before or after the-hum-incident the other night? Before the gig’ 
Izzy cringes "Before" 


"God, Izz. You have like--no self preservation instinct. You're lucky he just fucked your chick, cause he could've 
gauged your eyes out. You know what he's like" 


He knows. He's always known what Axls like. Izzy's not like all those girls that fall for his wide, child-like eyes 
and mischievous grin after one glance. He's not naive, or at least that's what he tells himself. He knows that 
Axl is at least sixty percent evil on a good day, mean as hell when he needs to be and willing to stoop to any 
level to get his way. Hell, the past couple of weeks can serve as Exhibit A to that. 


(A blanket wrapped around his shivering frame. A mischievous smile. A stinging kiss 

Im one of those bad things that happen to people-) 

"He's not that bad" Izzy says, closing his eyes and losing himself in better days 
Chris snorts, and that's the last thing he hears before the ground swallows him up. 


(Tell me about it) 


‘Sometimes, | feel like our lives would be easier if our school had had a Drama Club. It would have given you 


an opportunity to vent, you fucking drama queen 


Axls scowl looks fierce from where Izzy is sprawled out on the floor. He can practically see his hair curling 


from the steam that's coming out of his ears. 


"Am | a puddle?" he asks, his voice rough and shaky, his throat constricted from the cold. How long has he 
been melted on the floor? All day? All night? He can't hear Chris' snores anywhere, so its just them in their 
small rat hole. 


"No, you are just a fucking junkie" Axl says, clipped and cruel, crossing his arms and looking down at him as if 


he were nothing but a broken toy. 


Izzy looks up at him, feeling tiny and feeble and distant, like an old stained shirt forgotten on the drying line, 
quivering in the wind. It's like the abysm between them is growing by the second and he doesn't know how to 
stop it. He can't even muster the strength to get up from the fucking floor, his muscles cramped and 
twitching, the abstinence setting in his bones like an old-age disease. 


Axl rolls his eyes and looks even more pissed, if that's even possible. 
"Stop looking at me like I'm gonna kick you" he says through gritted teeth, his eyes narrowed to a sliver. 
"You should kick me" Izzy whispers before he can stop himself. 


(Kick me, stab me, bite me, break me. Please--Rave and scream and throw things. Please, please. Use me and 


abuse me and inspire me. Destroy me. Absorb me. Just please, please, please--) 


Axl sighs, and in the half light of the darkened room he looks a hundred years old and more tired than anyone 


he's ever seen "Yeah, | really should" 
(Please, please, please--) 


A hand touches him, grabs his arm and pulls, and Izzy cries out, pain and rapture killing each other behind his 
tightly closed eyelids because Axl just touched him, Axl is here with him, and he's so warm, and because-- 


and because- 
"Fuck! Fuck, fuck, fuck, Izzy! Goddamn it!" 


Axl drops him like he's a piece of burning coal and dashes to the bathroom. Izzy laments the loss of him even 
as the blazing pain subsides to a dull throb, strains his ears to hear him as he opens and shuts all the 
drawers, as he curses when his bare feet skid on the puddle of water that now covers the whole bathroom 


floor, because Izzy never did fix that leak. 
(Please, please, please~just don’t--) 


"Okay, okay, okay, you're okay" Axl drops to his knees next to him, their meager medical supplies spilling from 
his grip and clattering to the ground. He grabs Izzy's arm like it's something fragile and precious, like a baby 
bird with a smashed wing, and carefully rolls up his cotton sleeve, moist and stained where the blood and pus 


seeped through the fabric. 


Aching breath hitches in his throat when his actions reveal a plethora of bruises and oozing puncture wounds 
marring skin that hasn't seen the sun in a long time, the purples and greens and yellows and reds a raw 


contrast to the grayish hues of their canvas. 


Izzy's always felt such a strange fascination for the bloody spectacle of lacerated soft tissue. He remembers a 
boy that was him, once, looking at the mangled skin of his beloved and wondering how, why, when, at what angle. 


He wonders if Axl is wondering those things, looking down at Izzy, as Jeff once did looking down at Billy Bailey, 
but he doesn't think so: he's always been the perverted one in their relationship. 


All Axl's face reveals is sickened agony, so he strains to look at what his friend is seeing. 


Izzy stares at the piece of meat like it doesn't belong to him, because it truthfully doesn't: it's the decaying 
arm of a dead body, a piece of rotting flesh that was once part of something more but is now nothing but 


maggot chow. 


He's suspended somewhere above himself, caught in the red and golden flecks in Axl's eyelashes in that one 
second when his eyes close when he breathes in and the soft hairs rest against pale skin. He could live there 


forever. 


At least until Axl rubs a piece of cotton soaked in fucking acid on that arm that is, in fact, his own, and the 
dream is over. Izzy screams like he's just been born, trying his damnedest to pull his arm back and curl 
himself around it, but he's weak like a kitten and barely manages to thrash like a fish out of water. 


"Shhh, shh, | know, | know" and his angel's voice would be soothing, the deep tones reassuring, if it weren't a 
quivering, almost hysterical sob. Axl takes a steadying breath and stills him with an arm across the chest ". | 


know it hurts, okay? But | have to do this, yeah? So stay still. I'll be quick. | promise" 


He really must look fucking pitiful for Axl to whip out that tone of voice. He even stops cleaning the wounds 
long enough for Izzy's breaths to slow down, rubbing circles on his chest and pushing his sweat-drenched hair 
out of his eyes, all the while cradling his mangled right arm on his knees and murmuring reassurances. After a 


while, Izzy nods, and the pain returns, but he's ready for it now. 
"Okay, | don't think it's infected, it's just really raw. Thank fuck" the relief in Axl's voice is like a wash of fresh 
water for his feverish skin. His red hair whips all over the place as he looks around for something on the floor 


"Izz, this must've been killing you-how--?" 


Izzy sees on his face the exact moment he catches sight of the aluminum foil and the matches scattered on 


the floor, because of course Chris didn't pick their shit up before going wherever he's gone. 
"Axe-" he tries, but Axl silences with a rough slide of cotton over a particularly tender cut. 


"Shut up. This is gonna hurt like a bitch" Axl says, the familiar smell of rubbing alcohol hanging in the air like a 
threat, and it does, the sudden sting of agony spreading all over Izzy's body like a wave. 


He bites down on his lip not to howl. 
Axl wraps a soft piece of gauze all over the lacerated area when he finishes cleaning it, covering the damage 


with careful movements, trying hard not to jostle it too much so as not to cause unnecessary pain. He 
secures the bandage with a piece of tape he tears with his teeth, which shows a display of skill Izzy doesn't 


want to think about, and crawls around his immobile, useless body to start all over again with the other arm. 


"So lemme guess" Axl says, the harshness of his tone betrayed by the careful way he peels cloth off skin 
"Our darling Chris, resident enabler, saw that you were having trouble shooting up and suggested maybe you 
should smoke today, just to make shit easier?" 


"Axl-" 


"Motherfucker" and he's angry now, a shaky, fuming mess. His hands are still steady, though, working on 
something like autopilot, reaching and swiping and dabbing without any input from his consciousness "Should've 


called me. Fucking bastard-I'm gonna fucking kill him..." 


"IFs not his fault, Axe" Izzy mumbles, wanting more than anything in the world to just raise his worthless 
hand and drag it through the strands of Axis hair. It's the greatest cliché he's ever thought, but how can 


someone be so close and yet so far away? 

Axl laughs, a bitter, terrible sound 

"No. You're right. It's not" he looks wretched, miserable and weary as he dabs at the feverish wounds with a 
piece of cotton drenched in some foul smelling thing. Izzy doesn't even feel it anymore, his mind brushing 
reality off and sailing away. 


(Please, please-please just--) 


"--talk to me, yeah?" Izzy whimpers, trying very hard not to whine because he really doesn't like that look of 
gloomy helplessness on his friend's face "Just..say something" 


Axl glances at his face, and whatever he sees there has him suddenly shrugging off his own feelings. Izzy 
hates it when Axl puts on his masks, even more when it's for his sake, but tonight he feels so shattered and 
so adrift that he's willing to pretend he doesn't see the sudden change in body language, doesn't notice the 


blankness before the smile. 


"I broke up with Gina today" he says, and Izzy lets out a surprised chuckle before he can help himself. He tries 
to look like he's sorry, but Axl rolls his eyes and snorts ". Go ahead, | know you hate her" 


"Thank God" he breathes out, ignoring the sting in his arm and the way his muscles seem to be clenching 
involuntarily through sheer force of will. His teeth are chattering ". She's a bitch. | hope she burns in hell’ 


Axl laughs earnestly at that, his shoulders shaking with it, his eyes dancing with mirth. 


"Please, |zz, just say what you mean, why don't you?" he chuckles as he finishes bandaging Izzy's tender arm 
"Okay, | hope the good news work as a painkiller, cause we gotta get you to your bed" 


"| can stay here" Izzy says, the prospect of moving his beat up bones less than appealing. 


"No way, buddy. It's cold out here" Axl says, ignoring his protests and rising to his feet with a malicious grin 
"Besides, I'd have to jump over your ass to get to the bathroom, and that's just not practical, you know?" 


Axl maneuvers him all the way to their shared bedroom, practically dragging him like a lump of dead meat and 


carefully laying him on one of the twin beds with a whooshing sigh. 


I'm not crippled, you know?" Izzy says conversationally, but Axl ignores him. He's gone to that place inside his 


own head he goes to when he's caught up in taking care of someone else. 


"Can you sleep with the shirt on?" the redhead asks, looking up at Izzy as he unbuttons his jeans and lowers 
the zipper to then take them off him and look at that, his teenage fantasy is finally coming true, Axl is 


undressing him, and he's too fucked up to rise to the occasion. 
"Yeah" he says, the thought of raising his arms above his head making him grimace. 


He hasn't slept on this bed in weeks, but it's always been kind of symbolic, anyway. He's always preferred 

sleeping on the couch in the living room, far away from Axl's ears just in case a damning word might pass 
through his lips while he dreams. Lately, he's been avoiding their bedroom even though the redhead hasn't 
been sleeping in it, mainly because his scent permeates everything and it is a reminder that he hasnt been 


sleeping in it because Izzy is a horrible fucking friend 


After being so close to Axl's warmth, after being wrapped in the scent of his skin, the coolness of the sheets 


is like a bucket of freezing water. 
God, he needs to hear Axl's voice. 
(Please, please, please-Just--) 


‘lm sorry" Izzy says, cutting through the silence and knowing his friend will get his meaning. Axl sits on the 
edge of the bed and looks at him for a long moment, his face an unreadable mask. What a picture he must 


make, half dead and shivering, after only two weeks of away from the sun. 


"You're the only bastard in the world that could possibly do something nasty to someone and then make them 
feel bad about it, you know?" Axl says, and Izzy could stand up and dance, withdrawal be damned, because the 
conversation goes on and now he can hear it again "It's like a superpower. Kinda like a gift, but fucked up and a 


little pathetic. Its the puppy eyes, probably" 


"| don't want you to feel bad about-that" Izzy says, trying to catch Axl's eyes as his friend strips his own 
mattress of sheets and blankets and throws them over Izzy, wrapping him up in a cocoon that does nothing to 


keep the tremors at bay. 


"Not now, Izz" Axl says, the finality in his voice an exhausted, tremulous thing "Just not-not now" 
Izzy knows what Axl means: not ever. They'll let this fester between them like another thing thats easier not 
to talk about and they'll pretend it never happened, they'll pretend they're still the same, even though they are 


clearly not, as the ice between them spreads and seeps through the cracks of Izzy's soul. 


He nods, and closes his eyes. He feels the bed shift as Axl rises and walks away, the chasm between them 


swallowing universes whole. 

He resigns himself to a night of feverish nightmares and pain, his bandaged arms throbbing at different 
tempos so that he doesn't even have that moment of respite between one stab of pain and the next. He's 
shivering so hard he feels his bones will rattle loose. How the fuck could he even think that not shooting up 
for a day wouldn't kill him? 

"Come on, move your ass over" 

Izzy sucks in painful breath when he feels a violent poke on his hip, Axl's claw-like fingers showing no mercy. 
"Wha-" 


Axl's fuming scowl looks even more murderous in the dark. 


‘lm not sleeping on the bare mattress like a fucking prison bitch" he says, and Izzy can actually fee/ the 
redhead's eyes rolling at his friend's slow thought process. 


"But--" Izzy starts, but gets distracted when Axl forcefully starts pushing him to one side of the tiny bed, his 


earlier carefulness utterly forgotten now that he's been reminded of how angry he was. 

"You are shaking all over, moron" he says as he pulls the covers off him, exposing him to the cool night air 
"And don't think | don't know how that sick mind of your works: the minute | fall asleep you'll go get that shit 
and stick it in your arm. Get ready for a long fucking night, babe, cause you're not touching that shit even if | 
have to handcuff you" 


And Izzy is dumbfounded, straining his neck to look at him, his blurry eyes trying to cut through the darkness 


and catch a glimpse of those eyes. 
(Please, please, please-just--) 

"Kinky" 

Axl rolls his eyes "Shut the fuck up and roll over" 


"See, that sounds even worse!" 


"Idiot" 
But lzzy can hear the smile. 


Axl plasters himself to Izzy's shaking back and pulls the covers on top of them, snaking an arm around his 
torso and rubbing circles on his chest. He distracts him from the way his muscles cramp spasmodically by 
telling him all the things he did in the two weeks they didn't talk, all the things he thought of that would 
interest him. Izzy lets Axl's rumbling voice wash over him like a tidal wave and insulate him from the harsh 
world until his teeth stop chattering and his body extends his tattered mind an olive branch. 


(He knows the pain will soon be too much: he's heard the stories, he fears the agony and he can feel it creeping in 
on him, scratching at his skin lke a wild animal) 


But for now he lets himself be lulled to sleep by the steady rhythm of his angel's breathing. 


(Stay) 


What can | do? 


Author's Notes: 
Hey! Sorry about the delay, it's just that this chapter started one way and ended..well, it ended anywhere but 
where i thought it would end. Hopefully, you'll like it. 


Izzy wakes up because his skin is on fire. He's certain his flesh is charring and peeling from his bones, and it 
takes him a few moments to realize that that noise he's hearing is not the sizzling of burning skin but the 
rattle of his own wet, gasping breath. 


He's covered in sweat, tangled in soaked sheets and cold. He's on fire and he's cold. He's freezing hot, his mouth 
flooding with acrid saliva, his bones aching with the sensation that something should be there but isn't, it's 
gone. He reaches out blindly, throwing out his hands like a line in the blind hopes something will be caught. 


As if summoned by izzy's agitated need, Axl materializes out of nowhere and catches his sweaty hands, wraps 


them around cold plastic. Izzy throws up in the bucket and wonders when life became so painful. 


"Breathe" Axl says, pressing against his side, and the tired warmth of his body is both excruciating and 
delightful. They've been like this all night, close like they haven't been in a long time, Axl's voice and Axl's touch 
and Axl's scent a balm for his threadbare nerves, but not enough to banish the pain and the fever and the 


cold cold cold. 


Yet Izzy does what he's told, inhaling a lungful of bitter air, the pungent stench of vomit making him even 


more nauseous. His eyes water and he dry heaves, the meager contents of his stomach already purged. 


Axl's fingers dragging his hair away from his face feel like coarse sandpaper even though Izzy knows for a 
fact they are smooth as silk, and the hand that settles between his shoulder blades weights a ton He feels 
frail, like he's dissolving into particles and atoms, crumbling into nothingness right there in this bed that 


belongs to him but he never uses. 


"Please" he says, though he's not sure what the fuck he means, blinking tears out of his eyes. Axl stiffens 
next to him, his breathing becoming labored, the hand on Izzy's back falling to the bed like a dead weight with a 


heavy thump. He misses it immediately. 


"You done?" the redhead asks absently, already taking the bucket away from Izzy's trembling grasp and pushing 
him back gently, making him lie back on the bed. 


Axl looks at him like he's the one that's dying, raking agonized eyes over him, and Izzy is trapped. He can't 
escape that distressed gaze any more than he can fight the tremors that shake him like an earthquake, can't 


escape it more than he can escape the cold that clusters around him like a gray cloud, the same color as the 


flecks that blur Axl's eyes when he's upset and hides behind his hair, like he's doing right now. 


(Like he did all those years ago, heartbreaking and drained and hurt in a sunny afternoon that seemed to mock 
their desperate goodbye, the day Jeff decided to leave the sun behind He wonders now again if Billy cried that day, 
if this sorry creature dematenialzing in its own wreckage ever mattered enough for a beautiful angel to shed tears 


for it) 


After a few minutes of watching him writhe in misery, of listening to the pitiful sounds coming from his 
mouth with the same pinched expression on his face, Axl nods and leaves to get Izzy's relief. He doesn't 
remember where he left his stash, but they're drug dealers: Axl's bound to find some horse lying around 
somewhere in this rat hole they call home. 


He lies trembling in the abysm, staring up at the ceiling, hating himself for putting that expression on Axl's 
face and still wishing he'd hurry up, counting his own wheezy breaths to stop himself from digging fingers and 
nails into the tender flesh of his forearms just to ease the agony of need and replace it with some honest-to- 
god pain. Only when he feels the bed dip with Axl's weight he realizes his eyes are tightly shut, so he opens 
them to find fretful green peering down at him. He tries to smile, quirk his lips in something reassuring, but it 


doesn't work: Axl's hair shuts Izzy out like a curtain when he places a brown bag on his heaving chest. 


Izzy grabs it and sits up, his fingers shaking fitfully with giddy excitement. He rips the bag open, scattering it's 
contents on the bed and trying to go through this the same he always does, but his motor control is fucked 
and it's so hard to concentrate when its right there. 


"You'll make a mess" Axl says, startling him. He'd though his friend would leave, since he always prefers not to 
be present for this "Here, gimme" 


Picking up the baggy, the spoon and the lighter, Axl goes through the ritual deftly, the precision of those 
fingers a mesmerizing display. lzzy'd forgotten that he and Axl had done it together the first time, like they do 
everything. They'd felt the ecstasy at the same time, together, and yet only Izzy had found himself hooked on 
the artificial numbness that came with it. It's not that Axl didn't like it: he did, but he'd never developed a 
habit. 


(Because Axl makes an art out of not needing anything, not needing anyone. Thats why he talks without expecting 
an answer and walks without looking back and goes dancing all alone: that's just how Axl rolls) 


His fingers are dexterous as he prepares the fix, loads the needle. Izzy watches with hungry eyes, his 
obfuscated mind trying to make sense of what he wants even as his mouth floods with saliva and he goes 


dizzy with anticipation Axl meets his eyes then, as if seeking for a confirmation. 


He reaches for Izzy's trembling hands and peels the bandages off his arms carefully, delicately, revealing the 
mess underneath. It still looks bad, but not as bad as it did yesterday, oozing pus and peeling skin. He's not 
bleeding anymore and he can barely feel the throbbing of healing scabs over the painful clench of his deprived 


muscles. Axl stares at the track marks like he still can't believe they exist, blinking rapidly as if he were 
purging the sight from his retinas. 


"Axl- " Izzy tries to just say the name, but he breaks off in a sorry whine. The redhead snaps out of his 


trance. 


"This one looks better" he mumbles, grabbing Izzy's left wrist and pulling it closer to himself, tying the leather 
strap tight above his elbow. Izzy sucks in a pained breath, feeling for a second like the puffy skin is close to 
bursting, his heart beating wildly in anticipation as Axl draws a tortuously slow finger over his bruised skin to 


find the bulging vein and then dabs it with alcohol. 


(zzy doesnt do that. He hasnt done it once in months, even though he's been told most junkies die from infections. 
He just sticks the needle in and lets the magic spread through him, lets the void in and drowns in the nothing But 
of course Axl is careful, of course he doesn't skp steps: he's the one that cleans him up and soothes his aches, the 
one that makes sure he won't die for some stupid reason What does it say about lzzy that he got to this pont of 
neglect after only a few weeks? How ternbly does it speak of his ability to lve on his own?) 


Axl doesn't meet izzy's eyes, he doesn't say anything. The needle pierces the battered skin with a comforting 
sting, and that's all. Warmth spreads through him like fresh blood pumped into the inert veins of a corpse, 
draping over him like a blanket, vanishing the cold and layering his bones with cotton and silk. He doesn't expect 
much of a high, because he doesn't get very high these days, just lies there in a painless haze and breathes. 


He relishes in the quiet of his own breathing for a few seconds, and then he opens his eyes. The early morning 
light that fitters through the window is cracked and swirling, making the world look like stained glass. Everything 


in their little room is bathed in pale orange, except Axl. 


Axl is white like bleached bore, his hair a livid shade of red, the shards of glass falling from his eyes pale, 
shimmering blue. He turns his face away, hiding behind a drape of crimson, and they both pretend he doesn't 
wipe his eyes furiously before looking back at Izzy, the mask once again in place. He runs fluttering fingertips 


down the track marks that cover Izzy's pale, wiry arms, his touch once again a sweet comfort. 


"Leave them uncovered" he says, brushing his knuckles to Izzy's wrist. He grasps Izzy's bony, sweaty hand 
with a strange expression on his face, and Izzy holds his breath, wants to say something, but then Axl sighs 
and gets up. Before he can move far, the hand he dropped shoots up to grab the edge of his sleeve between 
shaky fingers. 


"Why do you always run away from me?" 


It leaves his mouth without his permission, shattering the silence between them with tremulous strength, but 
once it's out and he can't take it back Izzy realizes he really wants to know: this distance between them that 
used to be nothing but a wisp of air is now a chasm and he needs to know if it's his fault, if his feelings for 
Axl made this happen. He needs to know what he's doing wrong so that he can stop, because even if he can 
never get what he really wants he still needs this 


Axl freezes, but he doesn't turn his head to look at him when speaks, spitting out words like poison sucked 


from a wound. 
"You ran away first" 


Ah, such an Axl thing to do, to bring the past back to them like this. Attacking to defend. It's easy to forget 
he's still angry at him, when he's being so sweet and gentle and caring. Angry enough to reproach him for 
something that happened so long ago. He knows that Axl is still somewhat hurt about that, about Izzy leaving, 
but Axl's pain is one of those things they studiously ignore to the point of pretending it doesn't even exist. 


But he's right, isn't he? What right does Izzy have to reproach him for straying when Izzy deliberately left 
him behind first? 


"| was dying" Izzy whispers, trying very hard to convey his meaning without saying the actual words. 


(I love you, | love you, | love you. You gave me one taste and then | couldn't live without it, couldnt live with the 
knowledge that everything | wanted was right there | just couldnt have it) 


Axl huffs irritably, his face hardening into marble and completely shutting in any feeling that might shine 


through "Yeah, cause | was doing great, izz" 
"Why is it so fucking hard to talk to you?" Izzy snaps, because his friend is being deliberately obtuse. 


(ts not always like that. Axl knows him more than anyone, needs only to look at him fo know what's he's feeling, 
only a few words to know whats on his mind. They know every creak and crevice of the other's head, even those 
dark spots they've never actually spoken about. Axl doesnt need lzzy to say the actual words, he just wants him 
fo say them because he knows itll hurt) 


"Maybe ‘cause you only talk when you're smashed out of your head" the redhead snaps, the ice in his voice 
sharp enough to cut. 


‘lm not-l don't-" Izzy huffs, trying hard to find the words that will let him in again, craving for the closeness 
they'd shared only hours before, however painful and stunted it was. 


An apology won't do, it's not enough to just say he's sorry, because he already did that, and besides..he's not 
sorry. Sure, he could have done it in a better way, but he's not sorry about the way he feels about Axl. He'd 


have to feel sorry about his entire existence if he did. 


"| didn't mean to hurt you" he says instead, an honest piece of his soul wrapping itself around the words, laying 
it all at Axl's feet and hoping his angel will have mercy. 


(Please, please, please, let me in Please, please, please don't shut me out. | need you, dont run away. Don't walk 


away) 

Axl blinks "You're just a jealous guy?" 

Izzy stares "What?" 

But Axl is laughing, albeit a tad hysterically, hiding his face in his hands and shaking with it. 


"You suck at words, Isbell" he says, letting Izzy off the hook and soothing his anxiety with a chuckle ". | 


honestly don't know how you've made it so far" 
Izzy splutters in the face of this strange turn of events and wonders what he missed. 


"You're the one that does the talking" he croaks, gazing expectantly at Axl because he's threading thin ice and 
he knows it. 


"Yeah, but its not like we are pieces of an entity, dude" Axl says, shaking his head, but there is a faint smile 
on his face "You gotta know how to do this shit" 


‘lm sorry" Izzy says softly, and Axl sighs, visibly deflating. 

"| know" he says, meeting Izzy's eyes head on for the first time today "We're good, man" 

"Really?" Izzy asks, and he could kick himself for sounding so pathetic but he really can't help himself. 

"Yeah" Axl shrugs, sighing "You were out of it, is all. Don't worry" 

Izzy wants to say something, wants to ask why he's being forgiven so easily when he fucked up so badly, but 
he's unsure of how his words might be received and Axl is already moving, puttering around the room like a 
humming bird: a whirlwind of energy even though Izzy knows he slept even less than him. 

lm off to work" Axl says, grabbing his jacket from his bed and throwing a tube of lotion at him as he leaves 
the room "Rub that on your arms. And take a shower, you stink. Eat something. Shit, | do sound like your 
fucking mother" 

Izzy blinks, once again left dumbfounded in the wake of the storm that is Axl's ever-changing mood. 

In the end, he chuckles, lying back on the bed with a sigh amongst tangled sheets, used syringes, cotton and 
bandages. As soon as he does, it's like the residue atoms of Axl's scent waft up and wrap around him, sending 


jolts and sparks of pleasure all over his skin. 


It's only after about half an hour of staring at the ceiling in a daze of left over high that he realizes with a 
start that when Axl said they are ok, he was talking about Izzy trapping him against a wall and kissing him 


while he was drunk or high or both, about Izzy insulting him without realizing it. He was talking about a bunch 
of stupid things Izzy's sorry about when he said they're ok, but he wasn't talking about- 


Feelings 
Fuck. 


Nothing's ok. Axl just shoved everything inside that lockbox of his he calls a mind, locked it up and threw away 
the key. He didn't forgive Izzy about this whole thing anymore than he ever forgave him for leaving Indiana, or 
for being a hopeless junkie, or for wanting him as anything more than a friend, but he'll put up with it, 
because that's what they do: they put up with each other. 


With a pained groan, Izzy gets up from the bed and makes his way to the bathroom, his feet dragging like dead 
weight on the water that puddles the tiled floor. He showers, relishing in the steady rhythm of lukewarm 
water hitting his skin and rinsing away the grime and dried sweat that cover him, chuckling bitterly at the 
part of him that regrets washing away Axl's touch, almost as if the memory were a tangible thing. He washes 


his hair with Axl's shampoo, and the minty scent is something of a consolation. 

He puts on fresh jeans and steals one of Chris‘ shirts. He rubs the lotion on his arms mainly because Axl got 
it for him and will kill him if he doesn't use it, but the burning, throbbing pain is almost comforting in it's 
incessantness. He considers eating, but the thought of food makes his stomach roll, nausea making him shiver, 


so he settles for a glass of tap water. 


"Good to see you're feeling better" Chris says, grinning crookedly at him as he closes their door behind himself 
and drops his bag on the floor. 


"What the fuck happened to you?" Izzy asks, alarmed at the state of his friend's face. He has a black eye and 
a bloodied nose, dried blood stuck to his chin probably when he tried to wipe his split, swollen lip. 


Chris looks at him with a pinched expression "Your boyfriend hates me" 

Izzy's heart sinks "Axl did that?" 

"Ah, so he is your boyfriend!" Chris grins again, taking off his jacket and draping it over the back of the 
unstable chair no one dares to sit on, and at least there is no blood in the cracks between his teeth "You 
should have seen his face when | called him that this morning, it was hilarious" 

"You what" Izzy places his glass on the counter, his hands clenching with apprehension. 


Chris rolls his eyes. 


"Don't worry, | didn't tell him anything" he says as he pulls leftover pizza of questionable integrity from the 


fridge and starts eating it out of the box ". He just gave me shit about how you were a mess and l'm 


supposed to be your friend and | told him l'm not your fucking mother and then he said that | was piece of 
shit dealer and | told him to fuck off, ‘cause if he cares so much, where the fuck has he been, right? He's 
your fucking boyfriend" Chris shrugs, unaware of the fact that Izzy's very close to wringing his neck "Then he 
beat the shit out of me. He's an angry guy, your boyfriend” 


"Just-just shut up. Shut the fuck up" Izzy says, rubbing his hands on his face and trying hard not to stick his 


fingers into his own eyes. 
Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck. 


Of course. Of course now Axl thinks it's his fault Izzy's such a fucking fuck up. They stopped being stuck to 
each other for two damn weeks and he became a ghost, forgetting even the basic things he's supposed to do 


to keep himself alive and healthy, losing himself in a haze of heroin and alcohol. 
(its not his fault, Axe-- 
No. Youre right. It's not--) 


"You guys really need to talk about your relationship" Chris comments, idly tearing the cardboard box into 
pieces "People are getting hurt" 


Apparently, they do. 


Unsurprisingly, Axl's the one that wants to try it. 


It's a Transcendental experience!" he says, laughingly imitating every single douche-y college guy or starved 
artist they've met that advertized the thing like it's some sort of elixir for creative thought, a Philosopher's 


Stone for their decadent generation "Don't you wanna have a transcendental experience?" 


(Izzy doesn’t need one. He's caught in one: Axl is transcendently beautiful right now, sitting barefoot on the 
deserted makeshift stage of a club during the daylight, drowning in a threadbare, washed out green sweater he's 
had since forever, the only relic he saw fit to take from their hometown) 


"I just don't see the point" he says, looking at the endearing way Axl flicks his wrist to get his hand free from 
his sleeve so that he can reach for a beer, trying hard to fight a smile. I's true, though. Izzy deals with coke 
and weed, he doesn't need anything more otherworldly than that. 


Axl shrugs "Could be interesting’ 


But Izzy knows better than to think that that is the end of it: once Axl gets an idea in his head, nothing short 
of a lobotomy can get it out. 


That very weekend, he manages to score some powdered china from some kid that says he plays guitar and 
would like to be in the band. He even charms the kid into taking them to his place and showing them how it's 


done, weaving words of praise and sweetness around him like the skilled con artist he is. 


tll turn your brains into mush" the kid, Chris, says, tying up Izzy's arm tight with his belt "There's no 


coming back from this" 


Transcendental, Axl mouths, nodding sagely, mirth dancing in his ocean-green eyes as he hovers over Chris’ 
shoulder. Izzy snorts, shaking his head before wincing at the sting of the needle. He's not expecting anything 
much beyond a rush, a regular high that's simply overrated, and since he's doing this mainly to humor Axl 
he's ready to spin some words about the beauty of the universe when they compare notes afterwards, but 
almost in sync with the piece of cloth drenched in shockingly cool alcohol Chris presses against the small 


pinprick, comes the wave. 
It's like the coldness tries to do something to him, but it can't. 


Axl's eyes shatter into a million pieces above Chris' shoulder, shards of green and blue and gray scattering 
everywhere in a prism of fractured light from the single light bulb hanging from the low ceiling. Izzy's floating, 


stranded somewhere in the vicinity of other satellites such as himself, unbound and free. 


(ts an out of body experience. It feels Ike those kisses that never happened, like being stuck to the ceiling wrapped 
in Jmmy Page's guitar and tethered by a string attached to Axis eyes High as a kite. They have him leveled, those 
eyes. Hold him stil, guide him home) 


"How does it feel?" Axl asks, a curious smile adorning his sweet, sweet face, his voice like a breeze colored 
bright blue. He doesn't know what he says, but his answer makes Axl laugh like bells on a hill and thats enough 


to make him grin, too. 


"Ready, man?" Chris asks Axl, and the redhead nods, his face scrunching up in a frown at the sting of the 
needle even as he seems to deflate when the drug hits his bloodstream, the energy that constantly thrums in 
him seems to stop and he just sits there, blinking owlishly. 


"Oh, wow" he says, seaglass eyes wide with wonder. 
Izzy laughs. 


They sit there for hours, it seems. Both of them caught in their own delusion but caught in the other at the 
same time, stuck in an expectant sort of tension. They don't talk, or if they do, Izzy doesn't remember what 
they say: it doesn't really matter, when the world's been reduced to just the floor and the air and Axl's 
gleaming eyes. Their hands are inches apart on the floor, their fingers almost touching, and Izzy fancies he can 


feel the distance and taste the air they share. 


A hopeful glance and an almost touch. 


Izzy likes that first time, delights in it, but like many other firsts in his life he's deprived of a follow-up, 
because just like every other true, momentous firsts in his life it just becomes one more thing he can't have 


agai n. 


After that, Axl never touches it again, refusing with a shake of his head when he's offered and a shrug when 
he's asked why. 


"Damned thing gave me nightmares" he says, and that is that. 


They move in with Chris, add him to the band, and Izzy adds heroin dope horse china smack junk to the list of 


drugs he deals and does. Transcendental indeed. 


"Why d'you keep doing it?" Axl asks one day. He's going out, on his way out the door and away to some new 
club that's popular right now to pick up chicks. He's dressed all in black leather and wearing dark shades, bit 
overkill when one's going out at night but thats Axl for you. His hair is glossy red, almost like a river of blood 
under the electric light, and Izzy stares at him from where he's laying on the couch with his head hanging off 
the side. Axl is upside down and ridiculous and perfect beyond words. 


He could say many things, give many answers that are easy and true and will let him off the hook, but he's 
high and thrumming with it, alive with it like he can't be in any other way. 


It numbs the pain’ Izzy says, and he can't see Axl's eyes, but he sees his jaw working and his white fists 
clenching, and the sole fact that he doesn't answer and just leaves is enough for Izzy to know that the words 


affected him. 


Serves him right for leaving on his own. For wearing sunglasses indoors and not letting Izzy see his eyes, 


shutting him out like that, as if he didn't know- 


(As if he didn’t know that Izzy needs those eyes lke food, lke water. Needs his voice and his touch and his smiles, 
needs him like oxygen Needs him to keep him alive and well and full, and Izzy hates how weak he is, how greedy, 


because no matter how much else Axl will ever give him, he'll still want more) 


So Izzy settles for the quiet, unlimited nothing that comes with the flick and the spoon. Nothingness comes 
through his mouth and slips inside, settles in his very soul with every single shot. Trying to kill the memory of 
other firsts, Izzy does it again 


(And again, and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again and 


again) 


After submitting to getting his face cleaned up, Chris tells him that he'll take care of business for the day and 


takes off. 


"You guys are gonna kiss and make up?" he asks with a shit eating grin as he opens the door "cause | really 


don't wanna be here when that happens" 


"Fuck off" Izzy mumbles, wishing he had half of the confidence Chris seems to have in their fucked up 
relationship, and kicks him out. 


He paces around the small apartment like a caged lion all day, jittery and restless an unable to sit still. He 
sweeps the floor, tidies the living-room and fixes the leak in the bathroom, despairing at the sheer amount of 
water for about half an hour before actually mopping it up with rags and an old sheet. It's easier not to think 
when he's doing stuff. 


He's dug himself so deep into this hole with Axl that he doesn't know how to fix it, doesn't even know where to 
start. This isn't only about the kiss, it's a whole lot of other things that were simply left up in the air. Their 
relationship is unhealthy, to say the least, codependent and smothering at times, but it's still the most 
important part of Izzy's life, and- 


(f the weeks after Izzy's clumsy confession have proven anything its that Axl is at least a httle impervious to hm 
- which isn’t fair at all, as far as Izzy's concerned It just isn't - it isn't right for Axl to have the upper hand, to 
have all the cards, fo be able to walk away from lzzy without turning back when Izzy loves him so much) 


The mere thought of trying to talk to Axl about this whole thing, the idea of trying to expose himself to the 
possibility that the redhead might shrug him off makes it even harder than usual for him to try and consider 
what the right words might be-- 


(Why is it so fucking hard fo talk fo you?--) 


At one point, when the anxiety becomes too much and his brain refuses to give him a break, he prepares a fix 
and sits at the edge of the bed staring at it for a long time, remembering the wonderful feeling of absence of 
pain he experimented earlier, how incredible it was to just be after a night of agony. In the end, he puts it 
away, leaving it on the pile of old books Axl uses as a bedside table. 


(Maybe cause you only talk when youre smashed out of your head--) 


Ten minutes after four, the time Axl gets off work, he panics because he realizes he has no cause for thinking 
his friend is coming back at all. After all, he hasn't been around much, and the one night he did come home he 
found Izzy passed out on the floor with a fever and a possible infection so why would he want to come back? 


Sure, he broke up with his girlfriend, but Axl is Axl: if he wants to stay someplace else he'll find one. 


Izzy's heartbeat speeds up, cold sweat dripping down the back of his neck, because maybe he's not looking 
forward to this whole thing but the thought of not even getting a chance to clear up the mess they've made 


is even worse. 


He sits on the couch and shuts his eyes tight, trying hard to control his breathing, counting the seconds 


between one gasp and the next. He dozes off. 
He wakes up with a cold hand pressed to his forehead, blinking up at Axl's concerned frown. 


"Izzy? Are you ok?" Axl asks, letting his fingers trail down to get damp locks of raven hair away from Izzy's 


face, that partly alarmed, partly pained expression marring his features again. Izzy winces. 
Axl's eyes widen in alarm and he starts babbling "You feeling ok? ‘Cause if you're still feeling weird, | can--" 


(Youre the only bastard in the world that could possibly do something nasty to someone and then make them feel 
bad about if, you know?--) 


"Yeah, I'm fine. Don't worry" he says, straightening up, but Axl is already sitting on the small table in front of 


him and grabbing his hands, turning them to expose his forearms. 


"Doesn't look that bad anymore" the redhead says, pulling a small tube out of his jacket pocket and ignoring 
Izzy even said anything as he uncaps it, babbling the whole time ". The girl at the pharmacy said this one's 
good for infections in small cuts, but | don't think she had this sort of cuts in mind when | asked her about it" 


He snorts, squirting a liberal amount of the viscous ointment on his fingers, his face scrunching up in mild 
disgust at the antiseptic smell before rubbing it on the track marks. Izzy winces a little at the sudden coldness 
of the substance, but it feels soothing against his overly heated flesh. He smiles at Axl's fiercely focused 
expression, at the way his forehead scrunches up in concentration as he tries to keep his touch light and skirt 


the really bad abrasions. 


Izzy flicks that wrinkled forehead with the fingers of his free hand and smiles at Axl's undignified squeak "Why 


do you even ask me if you're just gonna do whatever you want?" 


Axl grins, digging his fingers a little just to make him wince before focusing on his task once more "To let you 


keep the illusion that | care what you have to say" 

And Izzy knows that Axl is joking, but for some reason the words sit strangely in the pit of his stomach, like a 
bite of sourness after sweet dessert. He watches Axl's deft fingers spread the ointment on his skin until it 
fades, almost as if it had been absorbed, before starting on the other arm. 


"Why did you hit Chris?" he asks softly, trying to catch a glimpse of ocean eyes through a curtain of red. 


To his credit, Axl doesn't even look up "Do | need a reason?" 


"Ax! 


"| don't like his face. | think | improved it" 


"Axl" Izzy whispers warningly, pleading for an answer at the same time. The redhead sighs, glancing up at him 


for a second before looking down once more. 
"Cause he's an idiot" he says, voice incensed "He should've called me" 
Izzy swallows "Why?" 


"Because" Axl spits out, the childish answer conveying a thousand different things neither of them want to 
think about. 


"You don't have to take care of me" Izzy says, trying to dissipate that horrible cloud of concern that seems to 


be curling around his friend since yesterday. 

The words Izzy uttered in that alley and the things he did, this feeling that's wrapped through every aspect of 
his life, none of those things make Axl responsible for him, and they never have. Whatever the fuck he did all 
this time they were separated, however much he fucked himself up, it's his fault and his alone, and Axl needs 


to know that. Hell, Izzy's the one that breached his trust: he deserves whatever pain that comes his way. 


The redhead looks up at him then, his eyes hard and jaw clenched, and drops his hand like it's on fire, because 
of course he took it the worst possible way "Fine" 


"Axl" Izzy grabs his upper arms before he can rise from where he's perched at the edge of the table. His 
friend looks up at the ceiling as if asking for strength to a god Izzy's not sure he even believes in anymore, 
but stays put where he is. 

"What" he grits out, clipped and at the end of his patience, and it's not even a question 

What, indeed. Izzy's been thinking in circles about what he's going to say tonight all day, all his life if he's 
honest with himself, but in the end all he does is lick his lips anxiously and blurt out the first thing that 
comes through his head under the scrutiny of Axl's impatient eyes. 

(/ fell for you and now | cant get up) 

"What | said, | meant it" 


(/ love you, | love you, | love you, | love you, | love you) 


For a second, he thinks that Axl doesn't understand, because he just stares blankly at him and blinks. Then the 


redhead sucks in a breath that seems to take all the air from the room. 


"You were stoned, |zz" 


Izzy swallows hard, suddenly realizing that this is it, finally. He feels the sudden urge to wrap his arms around 
himself, but if he takes them away from where they are holding Axl the other will see them shaking. Besides, 
he has the irrational thought that if he stops touching him he will evaporate and this will have been nothing 


but a strange, cruel dream conjured up by his feverish mind. 


"Changes nothing" he says, leaning forward, because he already hurt Axl by letting this rot and fester between 
them. 


Axl huffs "Yeah, it does. You do all sorts of shit when you're high" 


‘Its not the same, Axe" he says, hating the way he can't stop shaking. It's like his words don't have the same 
weight as Axl's because his body can't back them up "I meant that, I..you know | meant it. |=" 


And he still can't say it, even now at the very end of everything, at the most important moment, it's like the 
words get caught in the back of his throat and refuse to come out. He can't force them out for the life of 


him. 


Axl gazes at him through golden lashes, and they are so close Izzy can see the exact moment something 


changes in that beloved face and Axl rises to kiss him, brief and hard and familiar. 


"You what, |zz?" the redhead asks, uncoiling from his seat to straddle him on the couch, his movements lazy 
and calculated like a snake's. Izzy stares at him in shocked silence, revising that thought he'd had earlier about 
this being all just a dream "What did you mean? You felt like fucking?” 


Axl pries Izzy's hands away from his shoulders and lowers them, placing them on either side of his slim waist. 


"You wanna fuck me?" he purrs, mouth inches from Izzy's face, curling an arm over his shoulders and around 


his neck, his fingers tracing a line down Izzy's clothed chest and grazing a pebbled nipple on their way down 


"Stop--" Izzy gasps, even as he arches into Axl's touch "No. Not like that. Thats not what | meant, Axl. You 
know that. I-" he breaks off in a moan when Axl's tongue traces a burning path from his jaw to his earlobe, 


teeth nipping at it a tad too harshly for it to be playful. 


"You what? Talk, motherfucker" he murmurs, lips brushing Izzy's ear, making him shiver as he rakes nimble 


fingers over Izzy's stomach before slipping under his shirt to touch naked skin "You wanna make Jove to me? Is 


that it?" 


Izzy hisses, his hands fisting on the front of Axl's t-shirt as he tries to push him away, but his strength is 
gone, his arms limp and useless. On the good side, the throbbing pain that's been with him all day's completely 


forgotten, lost in the rush of pleasure he feels when Axl's fingers trail dangerously low. 


"Am | so much better than all your pretty girls now, all of a sudden?" Axl grits out, allowing his hand to dance 
over Izzy's hard cock, teasingly light touches almost unbearable "You tell them all the same things" 


"Axl-" Izzy tries to start, but Axl kisses him again, drinking the long moan he emits when he's cupped through 


his jeans. 
"What, babe?" he breathes out, licking the corner of Izzy's mouth "lm so special?" 
"Axl--" 


"You are a brutal person, you know?" Axl says, and Izzy can taste the bitterness in his voice against his 
parted lips as the redhead's hand starts rubbing up and down, making him buck into it with a whimper "! think 
that's part of your superpower, along with being a dick" 


Axl kisses him again then, swallowing his moans hungrily as he continues to touch him slowly, expertly, every 
stroke winding him tighter and tighter. Izzy feels trapped, caught in Axl's touch and Axl's voice and Axl's scent, 
even as the other pulls responses from him he doesn't want to give, not like this, but he can't- 


(He cant say it, because if he says it its true and dealing with the truth and the world and everything that entails 
has never been his fucking forte, so he just bucks and moans hisses, but doesn’t say the only thing Axl needs to 
hear more than anything else) 


"You think you're the only one who feels pain, the only one that's dying, the only one who needs saving" as he 
speaks, Axl's hand moves more insistently, and Izzy's body responds. He closes his eyes and tilts his head 


against the back of the couch, utterly at Axl's mercy. 
"Axl, please-" 


"That's who | am, ain't |?" he says, licking a long wet stripe up Izzy's neck and that's all. Izzy shudders 
spasmodically and comes and comes, making a sticky mess inside his clothes, eyes scrunched up tight as he 


groans almost as if he were in pain 
(/ love you, | love you, | love you, | love you) 
When he opens his eyes, he finds himself locked in ocean green 


Axl is transcendently beautiful right now, in a frightening way. His rueful smile is hard, radiant, splendid, and he 
leans in to kiss him again, plundering his open mouth, and Izzy kisses back, wrapping his arms tight around Axl 
even though it makes electrifying pain run up all the way to his shoulders. Its an angry, desperate kiss, lasting 


only a few moments before Axl pulls away. 


I'm your angel. You put me up there in some fucking pedestal and you think I'll save you" he says, chuckling 
bitterly, uncoiling his arm from around Izzy's neck to run achingly tender fingers through his hair ", but | 


can't. | can't even save myself" 


He frees himself from Izzy's slack grasp, green eyes never wavering from his even as he grabs Izzy's hand 
and presses a stinging kiss to his damp palm, a gloomy kiss that feels like goodbye, and stands up. Izzy feels 
every sting and ache of the day and the week and the month solidifying in his bones, the painful bliss of only a 
few seconds before forgotten in the wake of those soul-crushing words because Axl looks so fucking sad right 


now there are no words for it, so heartbreaking it can't possibly be true. 


‘lm not gonna be one of the things you take to numb the pain" Axl says, hiding behind his hair and already 
backing away. 


"Wait" Izzy says, coming out of his stunned, open mouthed daze. But Axl is already gone, out the door and 
away from him, and he didn't have to grab for anything before leaving because he hadn't even taken off his 
jacket before trying to help Izzy with the hurt he'd brought upon himself. 

Izzy wonders, as he picks the syringe that'll take him away from the world for a little while, if Axl's crying. 


A dirty, mean, selfish, desperate part of him tells him that he doesn't really need to wonder, does he? 


Interlude 


Author's Notes: 

Hey! POV switch to Axl, because | don't know how to make his part in the story understandable otherwise. 
WARNING: past child abuse, (hinted at) sexual abuse, depersonalization (since Axl's sort of BPD--possibly 
manic-depressive), abandonment issues and self harm. Ok, those are a lot of warnings. We'll be back with Izzy 


next chapter! Let me know what you think ) 


Billy surrounds himself in a bubble of skittish wariness. His personal space seems to extend for miles around 
him, because it's hard for him to stand in a room with a person and not feel crowded, not feel like this person 
is trying to steal something from him that he doesn't know if he can give away while something inside him 
rages and squirms and tells him to run. 


Hands hold a strange power for Billy: they always have. Hands beckon closer and push away, they grab and 
tear and caress, they speak. They flutter in the air like butterflies or hold still like doves, but they always say 


something, always spell out true intentions. Hands are always what clear the space between two people. 


(Hs mother's weathered hands that used to run through his hair and frame his face, those thin, white hands that 
always seem to be worrying the hem of her blouse or her apron, always uneasy and skittish and impossible fo pin 
down Hs little siblings‘ small, grubby hands, always reaching out for something, always trying to get him to come 


closer and understand what they mean, even though he never can because a few years make for a big gap when 


they are babies and he's a little boy) 


He's forever wary of people's hands, mistrustful of their intentions when they look at him and see a boy 
that's cute in a funny way and want to pet him as if he were some kind of farm animal. He evades people's 
touch, dancing out of their reach, certain that if he were to be touched his flesh would melt and his bones 
would dissolve into so much dust. 


(When big, strong hands reach for him and grab him and hold him stil, when brutal hands hurt him and try to trap 
him, try fo steal his space, try to take from him things he doesn’t know if he can give away, its like he completely 
disappears, gets sucked into a void that leaves nothing behind as he wavers out of existence. Afterwards, his feet 
are the first part of hm that begins existing again, and Billy runs) 


He likes to run He hates gym class, but he loves to run. He doesn't like doing circles or suicides or all those 

boring things the teacher makes them do. He likes running in a straight line, faster and faster and faster, until 
his scrawny legs start burning, and then he runs more. It's like he forgets himself, in those moments, but it's 
not like flying or anything outrageous like that: he's just running because he wants to. No hands are trying to 


invade his space and he's alone in the world because they can't catch him, he's too fast and no one can keep 


up. 


When he comes back to himself, he's always in a better place. He staggers to a halt and takes stumbling steps 
on wobbly legs that seem to be made out of jelly to a safe spot, sits down and breathes. He loves the way his 
leg muscles spasm and twitch, he loves the way his chest heaves almost painfully, loves how hard it is To 
breathe, loves hearing the beat of his own heart as his sweat cools his skin, regardless of the weather: it all 
just means he's there, he exists, and slowly cataloguing every pain and ache in his body is the only way his 


young mind has as proof. 


He doesn't have one safe spot. His safe spots are so often contaminated by other people, so often turned into 
the exact opposite of safe, so every time he runs in search of a safe place, he runs without a direction, 


without a destination He allows his feet to take him wherever they want. 


(Also, if he runs to a different place each time there are less chances he will be found Please, please, God, don't 
let hm be found) 


There is a nook between two houses near where his grandmother used to live, there is a place by the swings 
in the park that's clustered with plants he can crawl under. There is a magnificent tree, somewhere near the 
church, that has a hole in its trunk large enough for a small, underdeveloped child to crawl into and disappear 
for an hour or two. That's his favorite, and he allows himself to go there more often than to the others. Since 


it's close to his father's church, no one ever thinks to look for him there. 


He's crawling out of it, readying himself for the long trek home and dreading what he'll find there, when he 
meets Jeff for the first time. 


It's dark, almost too late at night for children his age to be wandering around outside their houses, but his 
father slapped him across the face twice for not finishing his meal, the all encompassing silence creeping in, 
and the next thing he knew he was already safely cradled in wood and bark, the warm smell of moist earth and 
dead flowers as comforting as a blanket in the cold He sat there for about an hour, taking stock of himself, 
running cold hands over his arms, feeling the goose bumps on his bare skin, and pressing fingertips against the 
tender skin of his stinging cheek until he feels ready to resume existing. 


He crawls out slowly, grimacing at the way his palms sink into blades of grass cold and moist with dew. His legs 
are still a little shaky, still worn out from the long run, but he stands up nonetheless and takes a step, holding 
on to the tree with one hand just in case. 


"Wow" he hears, somewhere behind him, and his heart sinks to the floor, a shiver clawing it's way up his spine, 
every single tale he's ever been told about boogey men and child snatchers and witches and werewolves and 
vampires suddenly crowding his head because it's really late and really dark and out here no one can hear him 
scream. He doesn't dare turn around, the hairs at the back of his neck prickling as a drop of cold sweat starts 
a path at his neck and slowly makes it's way down his chest. 


"Are you a fairy?" the voice asks, trembling with barely contained excitement, and that's not a very terrifying 
thing to say. Frowning, Billy turns around to face a kid that's about his age, sparkling eyes huge in a face white 


as the moon. 


"No" Billy says, sagging in relief. 


The other boy frowns, the light coming from somewhere behind Billy casting odd shadows on his face "But you 


just came out of a tree" 


Billy feels his face heating up, the relief he felt a few moments ago evaporating in the face of the accusing 


finger that's pointed at him and the other boy's loud voice. 


"| was--playing" he says softly, his voice gone a little raspy in the cold, wrapping self-conscious arms around 


his shivering frame. 
The boy smiles in triumph "With other fairies?" 


"N-no. No fairies" Billy says, recoiling a little when the other boy starts walking closer, fearing that that he'll 
see the splotch of red on his cheek and know what a horrible, ungrateful son he is, but he only gets close 


enough to peer over Billy's shoulder. 


"You don't have wings" the raven haired boy states, visibly deflating "You can't be a fairy if you don't have 


wings" 


He looks so disappointed Billy feels like he should say he's sorry, or maybe pretend he's a fairy for a little 
while, just for his sake, but then the boy shrugs off his gloomy cloud and perks up, looking at him in wonder. 


‘I've never seen you before" he says, lips quirking in a smile "I thought I'd met everyone in town! That's why 


I'm hunting fairies, ‘cause l'm bored. What were you playing?" 


(They've seen each other before, at school and in passing, but Billy has a way of blending in with walls and shadows, 
of appearing to be part of the scenery and not an actual person there, barely breathing until the threats are gone 
and his space belongs to him again) 


"Hum" Billy shifts his weight from one foot to the other, his sneakers squeaking in the expectant silence when 
he doesn't come up with an answer. He feels his heart speeding up, because he's been caught lying and he 
shouldn't lie, he's been told a thousand times that he shouldn't lie, and now the other boy knows he's a liar and 
he feels like crying, like crawling back inside his trunk and closing his eyes and just staying there until the 
other boy is gone. 


Out of nowhere, the other boy's hand shoots out, and Billy's distracted with his sudden panic so it's too late to 
back away, too late to retreat and too late to say he's sorry and he doesn't know what he expects the other 
boy to do, but it surely isn't the way the other boy flicks his forehead with his cold fingers, the abrupt touch 


barely there and gone. Billy blinks, unsure of how to react. 


"You're weird" the boy says, grinning like that's the best thing in the world. He proffers his hand, leaving it 


suspended between them like an offer "I'm Jeff" 


Billy looks at the hand in quiet bafflement. He's never been offered touch before, never been given the option 
of taking or leaving, and he doesn't know what to do with it, doesn't know what he's supposed to do now. He 
thinks maybe the other boy will get bored and walk away if Billy just stares at his hand with wide eyes, but he 
doesn't, he just stands there, waiting, like he has nothing better to do than just be there. With him. 


Uncertainly, Billy uncoils his arm from around himself and reaches out to gingerly grasp Jeffs hand. 


"My name is Billy Bailey" he says, polite and proper like his mother always tells him to introduce himself, but 
there's a slight tremble to his voice because he can't quite believe he's still here and hasn't dissolved into 


molecules". Nice to meet you" 


The boy seems to sense his uneasiness, because he doesn't shake or swing his hand around forcefully like he's 
seen grownups do: he merely squeezes a little, and grins crookedly. After that, they are friends. Billy isn't 
really sure how it happens, but it does. 


Somehow, their small conversation becomes an incensed search for fairies and dwarves that devolves into hide 
and seek and at some point Jeff realizes Billy is shaking with the cold, because he ran out of his house wearing 


only a shirt and winter's fingers are making him shiver. 


Jeff leads him to his house, introducing Billy to his amused mother as the fairy he found and is going to keep, 
and Billy is too dumbfounded by the second part of that sentence to correct the first and before he knows it, 
he's shoved inside an old, soft sweater that must have once belonged to a giant and deposited unceremoniously 


in front of a fireplace. 


His mother is coming to pick him up, and Billy knows that he should be more concerned by this, should be 
mortified, and usually he would be, but tonight---tonight Jeff guides him to his room and shows him how to 
work the turntable, and Billy holds his breath when he is asked to pass a record and their fingertips brush and 
he's still there. 


(Stil here, stil here, still here, still here) 

When she arrives, tense and nervous and a little panicked and barely controlled, she thanks Jeff's mother 
profusely for calling her before grabbing Billy, nails digging on his bony shoulder like talons, and shoving him 
inside the car, locking the door behind him. 

"Where have you been?" she asks, frenzied and teary, glancing at him with wide eyes like fractured glass as 
she starts the car while grabbing the piece of him that's closest to her: his wrist, which she twists and 


squeezes "You don't know how worried I've been, Bill! You scared me to death!" 


Billy hears what she says, but doesn't answer because he knows an answer is not required. 


(Perhaps its because that massive engulfing silence is back, the one that makes everything in his world disappear 
except for the area of his body that is being occupied by another. funnily enough, it's both frightening and peaceful 


in here) 


Instead he looks back out the window to where Jeff is waving him goodbye agitatedly, his mother's hand on his 
shoulder seemingly the only thing keeping him from scurrying away, and the one thing he can think of as he 


waves back discreetly is /f you were so scared, why didn’t you run affer me? 


Axl is out of the apartment, down the hall, out the building and across the street before he gives in to the 
urge to press his palms against his stinging eyes and release a choked sob, the tortured sound startling an old 


woman passing by. 
"Kid? Are you okay?" 


No, he fails to say, No, /m dying He thinks that much is obvious, that his skin must be rippling with the 
strength of all the horror rebounding about within him, that the demented tumble of his heartbeat is booming 
like a terrible song for all the world to hear. He is a fire alarm that won't stop going off, an incomprehensible 


screeching decibel of disaster. 


He looks up at the evening sky of the quintessential endless summer of California with eyes of fractured blue, 


gets up and runs. 


He runs and runs and runs, turning corners and smashing carelessly into people, ignoring the outraged insults 
that chase him down the streets, because he's not there anymore: he's gone, and every morsel of his being is 
out of commission except his feet, so he allows them to take him wherever they want until the pain on his 
overspent body snaps him back, but he doesn't stop moving: he stumbles a few awkward steps and ducks into 


an alley. 


He huddles in a tight ball next to a trashcan, sitting on the dirty floor with his knees pulled up to his chest and 
his face buried in his arms. His chest is heaving with exertion and his heart is pounding so hard he feels it's 
about to come out of his mouth, but he no longer feels like crying, he no longer feels like he's watching 


himself do something atrocious. 

Stop- 

Axi, please-- 

Like a stab to the heart, the image of Izzy underneath him, eyes half mast in his plaster-white face, hands 


gripping Axl's shirt like it was the only thing keeping him from being swept away comes back to his head, and 


he digs his fingers into his arms hard enough to leave bruises. 


What did | do, what did | do, what did | do, what did | do 


He hates moments like this one, moments when his conscience returns to the front seat and he finds himself 
gasping in the middle of the car wreck, reeling with the knowledge of what he's done and can't change. He felt it 
after beating Chris up in their fucking hallway after he called Axl on not being there for Izzy, he feels it- He 
feels it now, the shockwave licking his ankles, the tide getting higher and higher, like he's fourteen again and 
staring at his father's shocked face after he talked back for the first time, fear and panic and anger gnawing 
at each other within his bones as a strange sort of relief settles over him, because its done now, he fucked 


up and it's out of his hands. No more waiting around. 


(Ths is it, Axl thinks, feeling oddly detached Now lzzy knows the truth about Axl - that Axl is poisonous and 
horrifying and doomed fo failure. zzy now knows this and now he will decide not to keep him anymore. But its ok: 
Axl doesnt need him. Axl doesn't need anyone, doesn’t need anything, not drugs numb the pain or alcohol to help 


him sleep or people to keep him company. Not even Izzy, with his soft hair and sweet lps and calming voice and 
careful hands and--) 


How do you apologize for sexually assaulting someone? He's never been on the other end of this sickening thing, 
never felt perverse pleasure at the knowledge that he was making someone buck and hiss and come against 


their will. 


But it felt so satisfying, so fulfilling to make that bastard squirm and then leave him sticky and panting on the 


couch, because he deserved it. 
Who the fuck does he think he is? Saying all those things, acting as if.. 
You dont have to take care of me 


"Fucker" Axl growls, hearing Izzy's words spiraling around in his head and fighting the urge to go back to the 
apartment and beat him to death with his bare hands. 


Really? He doesn't have to? Oh, thank you, Master Izzy, for releasing him of his servitude. Sitting there, looking 
at Axl with his fucking puppy eyes and acting all benevolent, as if he hadn't spent the whole night whimpering 
in pain, as if his arms didn't look like chunks of dead meat and his bones didn't stick out under his gray-tinged 
skin, looking for all the world like they are about to pierce through. When's the last time he actually ate 


something? 


No, right. Axl doesn't have to worry about that because he doesn't have fo fake care of him. Big, strong, 
independent Izzy motherfucking Stradlin says he doesn't need being taken care of. What the fuck was Axl 
thinking all this fucking time, trying to keep him alive and healthy? 


(But thats not what Izzy's hands say when they touch him, when they scream and plead, beckon him closer and 
beg for something, anything, and Axl doesn't know what it is or if he can give it, but knows that somehow he will, 


because--) 


Its not like they are friends or anything, it's not like they live together or have know each other forever, 
right? Its not like they know each other better than anyone. It's not like--- 


What | said. | meant it 


Fucking Izzy. He even had the gall to look like he thought maybe Axl wouldn't understand his words, as if that 
stupid night weren't the only thing he's been thinking about since it fucking happened, as if it hadn't shaken him 
up to his very core, because Izzy's not-lzzy wouldn't do that. Izzy wouldn't drag him around and twist his arm 


and pin him down Izzy would never make him feel trapped, or cornered. Izzy wouldn't hurt him, and- 


And that's the very foundation of his life, isn't it? Izzy would never hurt him. He lives by that, swears by it, 
and yet-- 


(The whole length of Izzy's body pressed up against his, and although he was panic-stricken, his body responded He 
felt completely out of control, violated, lke Izzy was making him feel things he didn't want to feel But zzy’s body 
felt so fucking good against him, like heavenly rain on parched earth, like something hed been yearning forever but 
didn't know how fo get, or think he could or should ever have. Hs kiss was clumsy and drunken but intoxicating 
nonetheless, making Axl's arms go slack and his eyes slide shut and his lps part fo allow Izzy in more and more and 
-and almost in exact same increments, Axl felt himself start to fade away, his last attempt at staying awake a 
clumsy punch that wouldnt have worked if Izzy hadnt been so caught up in what he was doing and isnt that a 
terrifying thought?) 


There is a part of Axl that knows, logically, that when Izzy touched him, he didn't mean to make him feel like 
he did. He knows that Izzy's hands are nothing like the ones that used to cause him so much pain and, 
sometimes, worse still, unwanted, humiliating pleasure. Axl knows this, but its just that Izzy knows how hard it 
is for him to tell the difference. He knows how much it means to Axl having someone who understands why he 
can't just be a normal person, why he still flinches anytime someone moves too suddenly or gets too close, and 
Izzy didn't care. He just went and did whatever his dick told him to do because-- 


/ fell for you and now | can't get up-- 

As if the idiot could possibly mean what he said, doped out of his mind and horny on top of it, rolling around 
on the floor laughing at his own cruel prank like a mad man. It even sounded fucking stupid, like one of those 
silly rhymes and word games he used to be obsessed with when they were kids. 


| didnt mean to hurt you-- 


And he never does, does he? He never means anything! He didn't mean to hurt Axl and he didn't mean to insult 
him, doesn't mean to say the things he says and do the things he does. He doesn't mean to slowly kill himself. 
He's such a tortured soul, he needs to let it out. Needs to numb the pain. 


Well, fuck him. 
Fuck. Him. 


If he wants to die then fine. Axl won't stand around to watch him, won't hold his breath with his hand on the 
doorknob before pushing the door open anymore, wondering if this is finally the time he stumbles into a dead 
body that once contained his best friend and everything they ever were together. Axl doesn't care. 


(Except walking inside the shadowy apartment and seeing a dark, unmoving lump on the floor of the living room 
was the most terrifying experience of his life, and he stood there for ten minutes just staring because being frozen 


into spot forever wouldve been better than calling out Izzy's name and not getting an answer) 


His throat clenches with a surge of irrational fear at the mere thought, and he curses himself for being such 


a fucking pussy, because he's not even done being angry with Izzy and he already knows he's going back. 


(Because he likes how it feels to have someone fo take care of, someone who needs him like that. H feels like a 
warranty that he will forever mean something, that he will never be alone. h his fear of needing anything, Axl finds 
comfort in being the one who is needed More than comfort, maybe. Maybe validation Affer all, what would he be, 
without zy?) 


Much like the history of mankind, the history of Billy's life seems to be divided in two: Before Jeff and After 
Jeff. 


Life Before Jeff was bleak and boring, zigzagged with moments of excruciating terror and pain with shame 
thrown into the mix. Life Before Jeff was a mother that was too scared and siblings that were too young and 
strangers that were too grabby and a father that was too angry and small, fractured moments of 
nonexistence. Life Before Jeff was easy in the sense that understanding it was easy because, however terrible, 
it was his life and it was natural, like an earthquake or a tornado. It just was: no point questioning it or getting 


angry about it. 


Life After Jeff is complicated in the sense that all these things still happen, but now occur in a parallel 


universe: a universe where he's not with Jeff, and the contrast is so staggering it leaves him reeling. 


When he's with Jeff, he shuts all of it out and basks in the fact that Jeff doesn't think he's evil, or a bad son, 
or a liar or a sinner. Slowly, he begins to comprehend that when Jeff touches him, there is no need to 
disappear, because the pain never comes and the silence never comes with it. He learns this slowly, 
painstakingly slowly, through afternoons spent playing silly games of pirates and explorers his parents wouldn't 
approve of. He learns to grab Jeffs hand, to lay an arm over his shoulders, and marvels at the way the other 
doesn't pull away. 


(He experiments. He lets his baby sister grab two of his fingers in her tiny hand and she squeezes them and its ok 
at first, but then they are not what she expected and she starts fo cry. He reaches over the kitchen counter and 


grabs for his mother's hand as she waits for the oven timer to go off but she frowns at him and he feels himself 
turning into dust before her eyes. He doesnt try anymore after that) 


Life After Jeff is long Saturday mornings doing nothing, sitting on the floor and listening to music, learning the 
songs they love by heart. Its smoking half a cigarette and coughing for half an hour swearing they'll never do 
it again, even though they know they will because Jimmy Hendrix smokes and there's no topping that. It's 
scouting the town for more people, other people like them or at least different than the others, people to 
spend time with and share with and get to know, even if most of the time the jokes they make can only be 
shared by the two of them. Its making plans about the future, as magnificent and outrageous as they can 
make them, staying up well into the night huddled together under the stars because Billy doesn't want to go 


home. 


(is laying on the grass together under the midday sun, delightfully close but stil painfully apart, and wondering how 
wretched it would be to trace the line of Jeffs pink lower lp with his fingertip, how sintul it could possibly be run a 
hand through unruly raven hair. Would he risk damnation just fo lean closer and capture Jeffs laughter for his own, 
fo keep it forever? Billy thinks maybe he would He would risk many things to keep Jeff forever) 


He keeps his universes separated, as far away from each other as he dares make them without becoming two 
different people, and he's good at it, good a compartmentalizing and drawing straight lines between what he 
allows himself to have and what he doesn't, knowing exactly when to cut off the music and start to study, 
when to say no to the booze and the cigarettes and the drugs, sit back and pretend to be listening in church, 
when to go limp and allow his body to take the beating he did nothing to deserve but is going to get anyway, 
no point trying to stop it, letting all his frustration pile up and get sucked inside the void he goes to whenever 
his father starts using that tone of voice-- 


( The volcanic pressure of all the things he doesnt allow himself to say, all the retorts he cant let himself voice, 
builds within him like molten rock, bubbling out of sight beneath the breakable shell of his skin with no way to 
escape. Usually, the feeling of Jeffs fingers poking his forehead is enough help him pull himself together, lke Jeff's 
easy nature is enough to sooth him, but sometimes--- sometimes fouch and words are not enough to relieve the 
awful pressure, so Billy has to get creative. He splits himself open to liberate all that intolerable heat, letting his 
feverish blood out into the air hoping that itll have the same effect as it does on magma - cooling, settling, leaving 


him spacious and afloat lke foam floating on water) 


--- sometimes he's stuck there staring at his plate or at the floor as his father berates him for this or that 
and knows he shouldn't say anything, because itll only get worse. It's just words and words are better than 
pain and sticks and stones, right? When his father starts listing all the ways in which he's failing, all the ways 
in which he's deliberately humiliating their family and acting against God and staining his good name and --- 


(And he's seen the way this man looks at him, the way his father gazes at him with anger that's more than that, 
thats much more animalistic and savage than that old horrifying glint in his eye that used fo let Billy know that 
there was nothing in the world his daddy wanted more than for him to disappear) 


---doesn't he realize the weight of people's opinions? Doesn't he see that their status in the community is 


important for their family? What sort of ungrateful child forgets his duties as a son to spend time with 
scumbags and delinquents, participating in disgusting acts of degeneracy and sodomy--- 


(And its in the hands, of course. Its in the way those fingers grab him with an urge to posses, its in the way they 
dig hard and deep enough to leave bruises and marks that stray further and further away from where clothes can 


cover them as the years progress, staking claim) 


---wrecking his mother's nerves, is what he's doing. Sending her to an early grave with his delinquency and his 


constant running away and his lies--- 
"That's not true" 


The words are out of his mouth unbidden, the lava sizzling and bubbling up, up, up, scorching his throat on the 
way out. He startles himself into dropping his fork, and the clatter of metal against the plate is the last thing 
to be heard in the dining room. 


"What did you say" his father grits out, and it's not a question: it's a chance to backpedal, a small mercy of 
sorts that isn't a mercy at all, because he knows he's in for a world of pain regardless of what he says next, 
its only a matter of degree. He can practically see his father's fingers curling around his knife so hard he 


could quite possibly break it. 
Keep looking down, say "Nothing", say "Sorry" 


He raises his head slowly and settles his eyes on a scene he expected to see: his father's vitriolic glare, his 
mother's eyes wide and glassy, his siblings’ uncanny knowledge that something is wrong. They are a little girl 
and a little boy now, and they understand how the world inside their home works the same way Billy 
understood it when he was their age. He wonders if they have parallel universes too, if they have somewhere 
they go to forget about this one. He wonders if he's the only one that's so weak as to let himself flash out of 


existence. 
What are you doing? 


“That's not true" he says, the words escaping his mouth like steam from a pot of boiling water even as a part 


of him recoils and says sfopstopstopstop'You are the liar" 


And he doesn't need to elaborate, because a lifetime of holding back ends in a second, and the floodgates open 
and he knows that his eyes speak for him, lay on the table between them exactly what he thinks of this 
cowardly, disgusting, perverse man and everything he represents. What happens afterwards is blurry, because 
he's going away before his father even reaches for his arm, grip so tight it feels like he'll shatter before he 
has a chance to fade away. He's vanishing even as he sees his little sister reach for him before his mother 


drags them out of the room and up the stairs, not even looking back. 


He doesn't hear the sound of the buckle coming undone or the belt rushing through the loops but he has a 


vague impression of the first few times it comes down over his chest, his arms, his back: anywhere it can 
reach. His father is irate beyond words, gnashing his teeth, to the point where there is a punch or two, maybe 
even a kick, which is something he's never allowed himself before. He screams, spitting on Billy's face, and gets 
madder and madder, so Billy must be screaming back, his mouth working around the same words over and 


over, but he's not sure. 


He's evaporating slower than usual, his conscious mind digging its claws down even as its dragged away from 
the driver's seat. A whip of the belt comes down over his mouth, almost as if it were a last resort to make 
him shut up, and what happens after that is anybody's guess, because he's not there anymore, he's receded 


so deep into his own mind he has a split second of fear that he'll never come back out. 
(Even as he fears, he wonders if that would really be a bad thing) 


When he comes to, he's keening, the strangest of noises like the gurgling, bloody dying breath of a wounded 
animal coming from the back of his throat. Everything hurts more than it's ever hurt before, as he kneels 
there in the cold, mesmerized by the drops of blood that fall from his lips and splatter on the pavement. 


Pavement? 


When he looks up, he's surprised to find that his feet didn't drop him at his tree trunk, where they usually 
take him when things get really bad. They brought him to Jeff's house. He wants to get up and leave, run 
away as far as possible, but he's exhausted and frantic at the same time, and the overwhelming silence is still 
clinging to his skull, so he rises to unsteady feet and climbs up to Jeff's window on autopilot, still so far away 
he doesn't realize the moment his two universes collide and his friend is left dumbfounded, staring unblinkingly 
at Billy's mangled flesh as he huddles next to the bed, wrapping himself in a comforter and trying to regain 
himself. 


"Put something on" Billy says, needing something to break the silence away from his ears, but when the music 
starts it's like the blurry sound of waves crashing on the shore. He's detached, disconnected, like can't really 
make sense of what he hears and smells and sees over the ringing of his own throbbing pain. He tries 
cataloguing the different sensations, tries to take stock of himself, but it's like his body is one big, bloated 


mass of swollen aches, and he can't make one out from the other. 

"What happened?" Jeff asks, eyes wide like he didn't want to say that, and even though he is seated right 
across him, his voice comes to Billy as if from the other end of a long tube: dull and muted, everything Jeff's 
voice isn't. 

He shakes his head, trying to shake away the cotton in his ears "I don't wanna talk about it" 

Jeff murmurs something about sleeping and laughs softly, relieved and nervous at the same time as he starts 
to get up. Billy's hand shoots out fast to grab him, but he doesn't dare touch his skin so he settles for a 
sleeve, tugging it down. 


"| don't wanna sleep" 


(And it clicks, with a little memory of a kiss that was lke a drink of fresh water, sugary sweet, and shot sparks all 
along Billy's nerve endings. It was lke fire in winter, or shade in summer, or both at the same time, but it was over 
foo soon and was too awkward to talk about so now they pretend it never happened, but sometimes Billy likes to 


remember it in slow motion) 


And before Jeff can finish rolling his eyes, Billy kisses him, self conscious of the blood that's dripping down his 
chin and climbing up the cracks between his teeth. Like magic, like sunlight to a blooming flower, the feeling of 
Jeff against him, soft and warm and there, peels away the last of the silence, ripping open the box that kept a 
part of him locked away and healing the cracks between one universe and the other enough for the words to 


stumble out of his mouth unbidden. 


"l'm a horrible son | drink and steal and l'm a drug addict. | hang out with delinquents. l'm a slut and | practice 
sodomy. l'm a spawn of the devil’ he says, shivering and digging his nails hard to the skin of his palms to try 
and keep the little hitching sobs at bay ". | also mistreat my mother and suck at school. Oh, and | probably set 


small animals on fire" 


"That's not true" Jeff looks dazed, and Billy knows that at some point tonight or tomorrow he'll realize that 
Billy is disgusting and won't want to keep him anymore, but for now he relishes in the fact that his hazel eyes 


hold no lies. 


"No, it's not!" Billy hisses, and he wants so badly to touch him again, but he's worried that maybe the silence 
will come and swallow him up again if he does, so he claws at the comforter instead as he rages "I told him 


it's not true! | said it over and over--He doesn't care! He doesn't give a-- a fuck--he just--" 


"Billy" he hears Jeff whisper, feeling a small touch on his hand. He goes completely still, looking at where his 


space is occupied by another expectantly, waiting for the moment when he flickers out of existence. 
Nothing happens. 


"He hates me for no reason. So | figure." he says, grasping Jeff's hand in both of his own, letting his words 
draw on the sheer sensation. He looks up, then, catching Jeffs eyes and wondering if it's possible to count the 
golden flecks in them "Why not give the motherfucker one?" 


(He knows things with his father will snap, because he knows that there is a reason behind all that hatred, and its 
not pretty. He's seen it in the way his father almost licks his lps at the sight of his blood He knows that things 
with Jeff will snap, too, because Jeff will soon realize that Billy isn’t worth the pain of keeping him and will walk 
away, and he knows that when that happens the black will gobble him up and leave behind no trace. He knows this) 


Billy kisses Jeff for real this time, ignoring the pain on his split lips and the taste of blood and the way his 
body feels like it's dragging a hundred years, because it's going to get worse and he knows it, so he might as 
well drink in the moonlight while he can, as the gnawing thing inside of him settles like a whale carcass sinking 


soundlessly to the bottom of the ocean. 


He absently lets a hand trail down his shin, all the way to his ankle, and pulls the bottom of his jeans up, 
revealing his thin skin to the air. He begins to claw away at his leg in a long line upwards, gouging his fingernails 
in as deep as they will go and dragging them along the same path over and over again until the skin splits 


apart. It settles him a little. This, unlike whatever will happen next, he can control. 


The anger and the guilt and the horror have burned out and now he's just tired, these stressful weeks 
catching up with him now that he's finally sitting still. He wants to go home, curl up under a blanket and listen 
to Izzy strum his guitar while Chris bitches about his junkie clients, but he can't, because- Because he beat 
the shit out of one of his roommates and violated the other, which really doesn't say many good things about 
his people skills, even if they both deserved it. 


Fuck, he's going nuts. 


He feels cold, chilly, but it's not cold out here. It's just that he can still feel the power of Izzy's arms around 
him, the heat of his body even through layers of clothing, the warmth of his lips, the weight of his hands on 
Axl's hips like a brand that doesn't seem to be fading anytime soon. If he concentrates, he can remember how 
he's always existed through those hands, how they've always verified his very being, letting him know where 
he started and where he finished and everything in between 


(He wonders, sometimes, if Izzy knows the power he holds over Axl, if he can fell that Axl needs him to let him 
know if he's real, if that is why he lets Axl touch him, why he leans kittenishly into it but never pushes for more. 
A part of Axl resents hm for not trying harder, for not pushing, because if he actually loved Axl then wouldn't he 
try harder?) 


He touches the edge of his sleeve, grabs it with two fingers the exact same way Izzy always does, pleading for 
him to stay but never pulling, never excerpting force. Yet his hold is so much more powerful because of that, 
because somehow it implies that Izzy knows he doesn't need to do more. Axl will always stay when Izzy wants 


him to stay, will never leave him alone to suffer, for as long as he wants to keep him. 


(Which won't be much longer, after today's fiasco. Now Izzy knows the truth about Axl - that Axl is poisonous and 
horrifying and hopeless. Izzy now knows this and now they can finally go their separate ways, because now lzzy 
knows that Axl is not the kind of creature you can love into redemption He's not a fairy or an angel, an envoy 
sent fo heal lzzy’s fractured existence: he's an appalling thing, every bit as wicked as his father always said he was, 
and he cant be what lzzy needs. He cant take away the pain, because hurting others without even trying is just his 


nature) 


He can feel the urgent need to make his way back where he came from, now that he's come back to himself, 


but he's afraid. Afraid that when he returns, Izzy will touch him and he'll crumble into dust. 


(But he's even more afraid of walking inside their home and finding a carcass, a shell, nothing. Nothing at all) 


He gets up, dusting himself off and wondering what happens now. His arm hurts and he can feel blood dripping 
from the stinging, angry scratches on his leg, but the pain makes him feel fuzzy and lightheaded in a good 
way, and he needs that if he's going to find a way survive, if he's going to force his feet to carry him 


forward. 
Why do you always run away from me?-- 


Axl sighs, staring gloomily out to the mouth of the alley. At some point, the sun came down, and the 
streetlights are glimmering. You can't see the stars from the city. 


If you love me so much, then why don't you ever run after me? 


Enough's enough 


Author's Notes: 
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real hard time figuring out what the fuck is going on 


Its only after the sun is down and up again, and another day starts, and another, and another, and another, 


that it finally downs on Izzy that Axl is not coming back. 


This is not the first time Axl's disappeared after something became too much to bear, but it used to be that 


Axl disappeared inside his own head, retreating hastily to regroup, staying quiet for a few days before striking 
back, but this time-- 


Izzy looks everywhere for him, asks everyone they know if they've seen him. He checks the bars and the 
alleys, the docks, the video store Axl works at: nothing. He even goes to the witch's house, but she hasn't seen 
him either, not since before the last time Izzy himself saw him, heartbroken and frail, closing the door behind 


himself as he ran away from the wreckage of their life. 


His clothes are still in the dresser, his note pad is still on top of the pile of books that serve as a bedside 
table, his comb is still on the floor, his toothbrush is still in the glass by the bathroom sink, but he's not 


coming back. 


The realization hits Izzy like a ton of bricks, rendering him motionless as he watches the daylight coming from 
the open window recede on the floor, submerging their room (his room) into darkness as he sits there on his 
bed, barely breathing. His chest constricts and he feels like curling up into a ball to better hide under his 
sheets, because the sweet safety of denial is gone and all that's left is the cruel certainty of plain truth. 


Axl is gone. Actually gone. 
Everything sort of blurs together after that. 


He's gone. He's gone just like that. Izzy had just sat there and watched him go. What could he do? He couldn't 
follow, not after what happened! He couldn't go after him because Axl now knew, he knew everything, he knew 
that Izzy's been feeding on his light like a parasite all their lives, sucking in his warmth like a vampire. Sucking 
him dry, until there was nothing left, and then-- 


(He never should have looked at him in those moments before he ran away for the last time, at the ocean eyes 
that had gone hollow and the lips that were thin and bloodless with a slump to his shoulders. At the way Axls fists 
clenched and he allowed his face to be obscured by his hair. lzzy never should have looked and inadvertently 


committed that sight to his memory) 
--lzzy just let him go, let him run off into oblivion 
Axl's words echo in his mind like funeral bells, corroding his sanity with the acidity of their Tone. 


You wanna make love fo me? Am | so much better than all your pretty girls now, all of a sudden? You tell them 
all the same things-- 


And that's exactly what Axl would think, because Izzy never even tried to correct him. Izzy didn't say 
anything, he just sat there and- 


(With the words come the memories and with the memories comes the phantom feeling of Axls hands on him, 
running over his chest and lower lower lower and please please please, Axls lps on his and lzzy’s imagination never 


dd him justice, could never compare with the real thing) 
You are a brutal person, you know?-- 


Izzy doesn't sleep on the couch anymore, is tempted to burn it more than once, and even though his bed feels 
haunted by that one painful night spent in Axl's caring arms, a few hours of restless sleep are better than 
sitting there replaying desperate kisses and bitter words, which is nothing but a slow spiral into madness. 
Besides, he only ever didn't use his bed because Axl was in the one close to it, and it frightened him to do 
something stupid, like have a wet dream that would reveal his secret and fuck up their friendship, and there's 
no need to worry about that anymore, right? 


It's almost like a cosmical joke, really, because the only dream Izzy has on that bed is nothing, no lustful 
machination of luxurious sex. Just a vague impression of a child crawling out of a tree, reddish hair illuminated 
by a streetlight in a way that made it seem like the glow was coming from within, a night when little Jeff 
thought he found a fairy: a leftover memory from a lifetime ago. The beginning of everything. He wakes up 


expecting to find Axl lying next to him, but of course there is no one there. 
Who cares when the beginning was? They've already reached the end. 


He sighs and rolls over onto his stomach, flipping the pillow up and over, only to stop short before his head 


actually hits the fabric. Mint and something else, the scent of Axl's hair. 


(Or lzzy is just going crazy, his wrecked brain conjuring up images and scents and colors for him at the slightest 
provocation to make life a litte bit more bearable) 


The whole apartment is haunted, every corner of it permeated by what should be there but isn't. It's not long, 
though, before he realizes that it's not the place that's haunted, but him. He's like a lonely house, abandoned 
and cold and crumbling down, and everything from the songs he hears on the radio to a little girl with eyes a 
certain shade of blue in green walking by the street is enough for the floodgates to open and a lifetime of 


memories to flow out. 


He's always likened himself to a flower, forever turning to face it's life source, thriving under its light and 
blooming in it's presence, but now he wonders if he's ever truly been complete in the first place, if he's ever 
been alive: he's like the moon, floating and seemingly dependable, but shining only by someone else's light, and 
hiding a dark side everyone knows about but don't like to mention, a dark side that used to make his mother 
bite her lip and makes Chris frown even through the haze of dope and puff. 


"I take it you guys didn't kiss and make up, huh?" Chris says, words dripping with sympathy as he scans the 
crowd for potential buyers. They are at a crappy party, gatecrashing like its going out of style. 


They stick out like a sore thumb in the throng of posh college kids and such, their unglamorous attire cause 
for more than one raised eyebrow. Chris' bashful disposition and sweet eyes would probably earn him a spot 
with the awkward and shy if it weren't for the fading bruises on his face, and Izzy's gaunt countenance and 
ink-stained fingers would have him connected with the weird, artsy types if it weren't for the fact that he 
hasn't showered in three days and knows he looks it. But it's probably more than that, probably something 
more essential in their stance or air that identifies them as urban trash, displayed like a sign over their heads 


or a mist clinging to their bodies. 


Izzy sighs, because he'd been expecting Chris to broach the subject. He's surprised this is the first time he 
hears about it, given that Axl hasn't even shown up to rehearsals, hasn't even called. It's a good thing they 
didn't have any shows programmed, he guesses. He reckons he should care about the band more than he does, 
but he doesn't: everything, from the way the sore on the roof of his mouth burns every time he pokes it 
with his tongue to the fact that some girl is regarding him with curiosity and a mite of interest, feels like it's 
happening to someone else, and Izzy's just watching it with the same detached morbid interest one would have 


for a car wreckage. 
"No, we didn't" 


Make up, that is. They did kiss, and other things Izzy doesn't want to think about. He can't even think about 
Axl's body on top of him, his angry words and painful, delicious touch without feeling his body tingle with 


arousal and his heart clench, peeling away from him his cherished apathy. 


"You know if he's coming back?" Chris asks gently, low enough for Izzy to ignore it if he wants to. He wants to, 


so he does, taking a deep breath as he catches the eye of a nervous looking girl across the room. Finally. 


Usually, they wouldn't resort to something like this: they have their perfectly good corners and a select 
number of usual customers they sell to, but rent has gone up, and they were barely making it in the first 
place, so here they are, looking for some new buyers they can overcharge mainly because they don't look like 
they know shit. Izzy reckons he should feel bad about initiating a bunch of innocents in the sad art of slow 
suicide, but.. well. He's not feeling much of anything right now, not as he makes his way to the girl, not as he 
hints at her he has more than puff in his bag, not as he makes the deal and sells her more than enough to 


make a good memory. 


"What's it like?" she asks, looking for all the world like a five year old kid as she bites her lip with curiosity and 
excitement, bouncing from foot to foot to the beat of The Police in the background. Izzy grins despite himself. 


"Like nothing you've ever tried before" 


"Is it like, really Katkaesque? Because a friend of mine did it" she mock whispers, and Izzy obliges her by leaning 
closer "and she says that it was a dreamlike experience, real transcendental shit and stuff, like walking by---" 


( The floodgates open even as he tries to bar them. Laughing eyes and breathless grins, piercing screams, music and 
anger, green and red and white blurs across the private screening room of his mind. The way Axl sways to that 
one jazz record they have when he thinks he's not being watched The look of intensity so bright, you can read by 


it when something holds his fascination. Dont you wanna have a transcendental experience?) 
You think you're the only one who feels pain, the only one that's dying, the only one who needs saving-- 


"Are you ok?" the girl snaps him back to the present, peering up at him with big brown eyes that are a little 


concerned and a lot annoyed, because she was talking and he wasn't listening. 


He spaced out. It must be the signal for an incipient nervous breakdown, he decides, because his eyes sting and 
he can practically feel the sanity he's been clinging to by a fucking thread since the night he followed Axl out 
of that club slipping away from him. He really is going fucking nuts. He always figured there was a slight 
possibility he might crack under the pressure of wanting something he was never going to get, but it seems 
like this hazy state brought on by too much booze and too much dope and too little sleep is what's finally 
doing the trick: sublimated desire, refracted through an oddly unblemished dream. 


"Yeah" he says, already heading for the door ". I'm fine" 


He drifts around for a few hours, breathing in the thick smog disguised of night air, his half-drunken rambling 
thoughts reducing to a string of-nothing. Nothing at all, because if he starts thinking he knows he'll end up 
wondering where Axl is, what he's doing, and that's useless. He's better off alone, better off without Izzy 


stealing his warmth and always needing more than what he's given. 


He finds a bench somewhere in a park, and he sits down, his bones settling so heavily he fears he made 
grooves on the metal. He turns his eyes to the sky, and there's nothing there but darkness. He wants to 
distract his mind from the feelings, but he knows his mind will always challenge him. It's not that it's a bad 
thing, but his heart is too involved in this and his emotions cower before its might. Brooding is an indulgence of 
the aged, and he's always been an old soul, or that's what Axl says. Axl says-- 


Ím your angel You put me up there in some fucking pedestal and you think lil save you-- 


Its better like this. What did he ever expect was going to happen? He'd confess his undying love and they'd live 
happily ever after? As if life could ever be that easy for either of them. Maybe he had once considered, with 


all the stupidity of a kid, that they would always be together no matter what, back when he still thought Billy 
Bailey was a boy just like him but with something more, something magical that needed to be preserved, 


something that only showed when he smiled an unreserved grin 


But life happened, and it turned out that all Billy had was a terrible family that was slowly suffocating him, like 
a firefly caught inside a tightly closed jar, and Jeff to help mend his broken heart. Isn't it funny how life 
works? Despite all his love and devotion, that's exactly the same thing Izzy ended up doing: he suffocated Axl 
with all his need, was too much of a coward to say the only fucking words he needed to say, and wound up 
leaving him hollow and heartbroken. He's out there, somewhere, thinking that Izzy doesn't really love him, that 
Izzy would value their friendship so little as to diminish it by considering him nothing but a painkiller, a drunken 
fuck, which is unthinkable, impossible. The feelings Izzy had - has - for Axl have existed inside him in a state 
of perpetual transformation, sometimes a quiet fever burning just beneath the surface, others the brazen 


blazing of a crackling neon sign that Izzy was sure everyone in the world could see. 


(But no matter what form those feelings take, they are always there, just as much a part of Izzy's baseline as his 
blood type and body temperature: his love for Axl runs through his veins and rests on his skin How could Axl ever 
mean anything less to him than life itself?) 


Izzy never let Axl know any of this, though. At least, not with words. It's not that he's never entertained the 
idea - god knows how many nights he's spent wide awake, wondering if he should tell Axl everything. He's not 
sure why he never did, why he waited for a drunken night to blurt out words and do things he wouldn't have 
done otherwise. Maybe he was afraid - once you release something that huge into the world, it's out there 
forever; there's no way to reel it back in, to pretend it was never there. Maybe he feared Axl's reaction, 
feared he'd be brushed off or ignored or, knowing Axl, beaten to death. Or maybe it just seemed unessential, 
because it's not like Axl didn't already know that Izzy loved him in all the ways he needed him to, until Izzy 
went and fucked it up. 


(h the end, though, it probably all came down to that unthinking sense of invincibility unique to youth that 
convinces you time is an friend forever on your side and as such, you will always get another chance to say what 
needs to be said, and now it's too late to take back anything he said or didn't say, did or didn't do. Its a cruel 
tucking twist of fate to have him be the one fo add this to Axis ist of painful firsts. Axl had his heart broken by 
lfe and tate and chance, but it is his best friend who gave him his first heartbreak from love, crushing his hand in 
triendshp with a clumsy fist) 


Its better like this. Axl is somewhere far away, where Izzy can't hurt him anymore by being a leech and being 
a coward and being a fool. Maybe now they can both learn to be who they truly are. When you get older, 
you're supposed to slowly begin to understand yourself and learn to cope with problems: make order out of 
chaos. Patterns are repeated and life continues, it's a natural cycle that has been proven with the test of 


time. 
Ím not gonna be one of the things you take to numb the pain 


Izzy never did learn how to live alone. Except now he has to, because when Axl looked at him with those eyes 


and bit his lip and hid in the shade of his hair, Izzy just sat there with his eyes wide and his bangs still 
lovingly tucked behind his ear, listening to the love of his life's painful hitches of breath as he ran away slow 
enough for it to still be considered walking, and he could not get up for the life of him to chase him to the 
doorway, couldn't dislodge the words caught in his throat. Instead, he let the front door's slam signal the end. 


Í love you. You are everything Please stay. 


He takes a rambling path back to the apartment, his feet dragging like anchors. He needs a fix and a shower 


and food, but he'll only tend to one of those needs. Guess the one. 


Chris is still out, having no doubt found a new girl and new friends he won't remember tomorrow and will 
replace next time goes out. His easiness with people is something Izzy envies, because he can't recall the last 
time he even tried to make a friend. He's only ever actually liked people Axl introduced him to, and sometimes 
he needs to imagine the phantom heat of Axl's hand on his shoulder, the ghost of his presence there next to 
him to force himself to relax and actually talk to people, which isn't normal by any stretch of the imagination 
Its weird and fucking pathetic and codependent as hell, but it is what it is. He honestly tries not to think about 


it too much. 


He makes his way to the bathroom, bypassing the couch without even looking at it with the ease of practice, 
and washes his hands up to his arms with abundant soap, drying off before rubbing the much diminished track 
marks with the ointment Axl got for him. They'll never disappear, not really, the bruises blooming anew every 
time the needle tears through the flesh, but this was the last thing Axl did for him and he won't let it go to 
waste. As he leaves, he doesn't look at the blue toothbrush. 


He's getting better and better at skirting the pieces of the world that cause him the most pain, making his 
way around them with ease and skill. When he goes into his bedroom, he no longer glances at other bed, 
mattress stripped of sheets that were never replaced. He walks right over the comb on the floor, still knotted 
with wild red hair. He doesn't let his gaze settle on the pile of books with their broken spines, or at the 
notepad on top of then, doesn't let his eyes try to make sense of the last few words scribbled in a hurry: a 


last second attempt to catch a thought before it faded away. 
This means that the first thing Izzy sees when he walks into his room is his bed, with its mused sheets and 
covers cocooning a slim body, rivers of red hair spilt across his pillow and a hand dangling down the side, 


fingers relaxed with sleep. He can't practically taste the scent of mint. 


Looks like he isn't so fucking crazy, after all 


Sitting on the grass in the park, watching Billy's siblings run around, alternately playing tag and just plain 
running in circles under the sun, Jeff wonders if they were ever that little. 


There are dark circles around Billy's eyes, and he hasn't spoken in about two hours, since he came by Jeff's 


house with his little siblings tagging behind him like nervous ducklings, asking if Jeff wanted to help him babysit. 
The walk to the park was animated despite Bill's taciturn silence, with the children filling in the blanks with their 
aimless chatter and sunny laughter, both of them blissfully unaware of the fact that their brother is not 


currently all there. 


Billy's sitting crossleqged on the grass, mechanically dipping a bubble wand into a mixture of water and lemon 
scented detergent and blowing on it, filling the air with translucent bubbles that refract the sun and turn a 


million colors every time his little sister asks him To. 


Jeff sits there in the silence, just listening to the sound of Billy breathing. He looks at him out of the corner of 
his eye, notes the way his glossy hair catches the light. It's longer now, almost to his shoulders, with a subtle 
wave to it, the streaks of gold and darker red easier to make out due to the length. He's drowning in an old 
sweater even though it's not cold, his bony knees peeking through the holes in his old jeans. He looks alive, looks 


like a creature from another world, but his eyes are dim and hollow, dead and gone. 


This is one of those days, it seems. It used to be that Jeff attributed this behavior to Billy's otherworldly 
nature, a part of Jeff's rampant imagination clinging to that old fantasy that linked his best friend to magical 
realms, but life has a way of stealing magic out of things and people. Beautiful, shy and sweet Billy Bailey with 
his eyes like starlight and his hair like fire and smile like the sun has bruises he hides under long sleeves, bags 
under his eyes he hides with long bangs and a fearful tremble to his speech, and sometimes he disappears. 


It used to be easy to ignore those things, to think of them as nothing but oddities and endearing quirks, but 


now-— 


(But now he's seen what Billy looks lke painted blue and green and red, trembling with cold and fear and anger he 
never lets himself release. He knows what Billy's cold body feels against him, knows the electrifying taste of his 
bloodied lips and he knows exactly why a lovely angel would hide inside his own head, would rather slp away 


unnoticed to whatever world he came from rather than face all that excruciating pain) 


"Bubbles!" Billy's sister Amy shouts, standing in front of them with her arms high in the air. Her request is 
granted, and she's swarmed by twirling spheres that dance a colorful dance as she squeals and claps, trying to 


catch them and use them as ammunition against her brother. 


Billy's siblings are like little clones of him, albeit with hair more blonde than red and eyes more blue than 
green, but they lack the inherent melancholy Billy's always carried around himself. It's like a bubble built with 
pieces of another world, that gloominess forever clinging to him, such a strange thing to be found in a little 
boy. When Billy smiles, it's like the sun breaking through the clouds, and it's those strange moments that make 
Jeff's stomach flutter that have always made him think there has to be some magic clinging to his strange 


eyes. 


| don't think you can do that" Jeff says, watching the little girl try to cup her small hands around a bubble 
for it to burst as soon as her skin touches it, grinning and trying to catch Billy's attention, trying to snap him 
back to them. 


"Can tool" Amy yells, cheeks flushing with exertion. She's small, like Billy used to be, wild reddish hair tumbling 


down her back and clusters of freckles and moles all over her pale skin. 
"Cannot" 
"Can too!" 


But soon she becomes disenchanted with the task and scurries away to where her brother is doing some very 
elaborate structure with sticks and fallen leaves. Jeff watches her, cringing as Amy trips over almost every 


rock and exposed root that crosses her path. 


"| wouldn't rile her up" Billy says, smiling lopsidedly. Jeff startles "She's finally come out of her shell long 


enough to have opinions and back them up with violence. And she has a mean right hook for someone so small" 


Jeff chuckles, his heart stuttering with relief at the sight of Billy's clear gaze. Their hands are next to each 


other on the grass, nearly touching but not quite, and his fingers ache to trace Billy's knuckles. 


(Jeff offen finds himself staring at Billys's hands, the long fragile fingers that never have a rest. They flutter 
across the air in wild gesticulations, across the grass, through his hair and across his shirt and slp inside his pockets. 
Jeff wonders what they would feel like fluttering across his neck, across his chest, across his naked skin, never 
resting, continuous points of contact and electricity) 


"Do you-" he starts, but chickens out before finishing the sentence. He doesn't really know if he can listen if 


Billy actually wants to talk about it, about why they've been here for hours without saying a word. 
(About why he's wearing long sleeves and a turtleneck when its not cold out here) 


"Nah" Billy says with his eyes engulfed in clouds, dipping the wand in the jar and blowing gently, creating a new 
cloud of bubbles. When he raises his hand, his sleeve recedes a little bit and Jeff catches a glimpse of angry 


purple on his wrist "Same old, same old" 


Jeff watches the bubbles shift colors in the evening sun, going through a rainbow flecked in violets and blues 
and greens and for a second there the same strange shade of Billy's eyes until a sudden breeze sends them all 
crashing against him like angry pigeons. Billy lets out a startled laugh at his expression and just like that, he's 
all there again, like a spell brought him back from wherever he'd disappeared to. 


But it isn't always that easy. 


There are degrees to how much Billy disappears. Sometimes, he drifts through the day in a semi-fog, able to 
function and communicate, but Jeff often has to repeat things more than a few times to get through to him. 
Other times, he's completely gone, leaving just a Billy-shaped exoskeleton sitting horrifyingly immobile and 


reaction-less in one place for hours at a time. 


Jeff isn't sure if this is happening more now, or it's always happened but he was too young to realize it was 
happening. Both possibilities are more than terrifying, because ever since that night Billy climbed up to his 
room, his skin blooming with bruises and his face covered in blood, he's been having a hard time saying 
goodbye to him, because he knows where he's going back to. But there's nothing he can do as he watches 
three figures depart at the end of the street, their silhouettes disappearing as the sunlight recedes, waiting 


until he can't see them anymore before he makes his way home. 


He's been to Billy's house once or twice, and was spooked by Mrs. Bailey taciturn disposition, by the way she 
seemed to shake even when standing still. Her eyes are wide like Billy's and almost the same color, but whereas 
Billy's eyes are spacious and filled with wonder and dozens of feelings at a time, hers are wide in perpetual 


shock, almost as if they were held open with a bit of tape over her eyebrows. 


He's never met Mr. Bailey, not really. He's seen him around, saw him at the church that one time he snuck in 
to hear Billy sing in the choir. He spoke of love and family and cherishing what we were given, and he didn't look 
like the kind of man that would make Billy hurt as much as he does. What kind of holy man would fail to 


recognize an angel when it's right there under his nose? What kind of monster would hate an angel so? 


When Billy doesn't show up to school, Jeff spends the day bored out of his mind and making up jokes he doesn't 
have anyone to share with. He leaves as soon as he can and sulks silently on the kitchen table until his mother 


rolls her eyes and urges him to go and give Billy his homework. 
"We don't have any" he says moodily, dipping a finger in his soda and drawing a bubble on the table. 


"Make some up" his mother says, wiping his art with a rag and laughing at his expression "Go. You are rotting 


my food with your bad mood" 


(Someday, Jeff will be a different person, and he will be sitting on the floor with Axl passed out on the floor next 
fo him, hand carding through red sik as he takes sips from a bottle of vodka when he will realize that his mother 
knew he was fucking junkie even before he did) 


The Bailey household looms like a dragon every time he stands in front of it, no matter how old he is. There is 
something about the contrast of the utter normalness of the house outside, with it's white boards and blue 
shutters, and the horrors he knows go on inside that make the place seem haunted by the very people that 


live in it. 

He knocks on the door, and is extremely relieved when little Amy opens it. 

"Mom and dad are gone and Billy is sick" she announces, making to shut the door on his face. Jeff grins, 
because she likes him but doesn't at the same time, always fighting him for Billy's attention even though it's 


clear her brother adores her. 


| brought him his homework" Jeff says, lifting his bag. She glares at him, and he takes a handful of Tootsie 


Rolls out of his pocket that he keeps just for this kind of situations ". And | brought you this" 


Her eyes widen at the sight of the candy, and she grabs it on her way outside, clearly wanting to hide it from 
her little brother. Jeff chuckles and steps inside through the open door. 


He climbs the steps to Billy's room and freezes halfway to the door when he hears a strange noise like a 
painful hitch of breath coming from inside. He stands there a moment, wondering what to do. He likens it to the 
time he was standing in the tall grasses near the road side and heard a rattle snake. A dozen images float 
around in his head, of the things Bill could be doing in the middle of the afternoon with his door shut and his 
parents out, most of them bringing a blush to his cheeks and making his heart beat faster. 


(He can stil feel the warmth of Bill's body against him, can taste his lps and feel his cold hands and hear his 
heartbeat and this time it went too far, this time it was beyond a simple sweet kiss. This time it was hard and 
passionate and hungry and Jeff wants more, needs if, craves it and feels like he'll de without if, can barely keep 
himself from thinking about at every waking moment, his treacherous imagination regaling him with a thousand what 


ifs) 


He's torn between wanting to open the door abruptly and wanting to slowly back away, pretend he never even 
came here in the first place. In the end, he settles for knocking three times. When he gets no answer, he 
pushes the door open. 


Billy is sitting blank-eyed on one of the twin beds, wearing only a pair of boxer shorts, hair seeming to 
condense all the light in the room, blood running down his leg from somewhere around his thigh and onto a 
white towel spread under it. There is a straight razor gripped loosely in his slender hand as he watches his 
blood flow dispassionately. 


Jeff feels like his heart and his stomach have switched places, because out of all the things he expected to 
find this doesn't come even close, he's not even sure if he can compute the sight as the door whines shut 


behind him. 


"You know, knocking while you open the door totally defeats the purpose of knocking" Billy says, lifting the knife 
as if to bring it down on his flesh again. Jeff drops his bag, the weight hitting the floor with a thump. 


"Billy," he whispers, trying not to let his horror show in his voice as he walks closer. 

Billy lifts dull, flattened eyes in Jeff's direction but says nothing. 

"Give me the razor, please, Billy," Jeff says softly. 

He expects at least some resistance, so he's surprised when all Billy does is uncurl his fingers from around the 
razor let Jeff take it from him. He closes it with trembling hands and throws it away, sending it to land on the 


other bed and ignoring the red in his hand. That done, his mind draws a blank for possible further action, and 
he sits down on the edge of the bed, looking everywhere but at the mess of red and white that's his 


nonresponsive best friend. From the corner of his eye, he notices blood is still dripping down on the towels. 


"Let me take a look, ok?" he says shakily, laying a hand on the redhead's knee, and once again expects 
resistance, or at least a fucking word, but Billy doesn't say anything as he parts his legs a little for him to 
kneel between, just keeps staring blankly at nothing. Jeff has to swallow several times before he can bring 
himself to look at the wound on the inside of Billy's pale thigh, and it's not that he's squeamish, because he's a 
teenager and gore is what he lives for, but this is Billy, and he did this to himself, and what the fuck was he 
trying to- 


(he wasn't trying fo kill himself: he wasnt he wasnt he wasnt shut up shut up shut up) 


Its a long slash on the fleshy part of the inside of Billy's left thigh, not very deep but guzzling out blood 
steadily. The worst pat, though, it's that it's surrounded by other parallel gashes, in various stages of healing. 
Jeff grabs one of the towels and presses it on the wound hastily, partly to stop the bleeding and partly so 
that he doesn't have to look at it anymore. 


His eyes roam up over Billy's bare torso, but he doesn't let himself stop on the plethora of bruises that mar 
pale skin. Instead, he settles on Billy's face, so near his own, to see if anything about this situation is making 
him at least uncomfortable, but ocean eyes are staring impassively ahead, showing no signs of discomfort at 
the suggestiveness of their position Jeff wants to punch himself in the face for thinking about that in a 
moment like this, but he's been fantasizing about being so close to Billy for such a long time, if in absolutely 
different circumstances. Hastily, he pulls his hand away from Billy's knee. 


"You weren't gonna.. kill yourself, were you?" he asks uneasily, unable to keep his syllables from clattering 


together. 


Billy's unfocused gaze sets on him then and Jeff can't figure out what his fiery-eyed, almost stricken look 
means but he'll take it over the deadness any day. 


"No," Billy says, with unexpected sincerity. 


Jeff nods, feeling infinitely relieved by that. He pulls the towel away from the gash to check if it's still bleeding, 
and lets out a breath he didn't know he was holding when he sees it isn't. He makes a bundle with the bloodied 
towels and throws them on the floor next to the bed, grimacing at the sight of pristine sheets hidden under 
the bloody mess. Seems Billy has this whole thing figured out. 


He slides from between Billy's legs and stares at him for a few seconds, willing him to say something. Billy 
stares back, but doesn’t speak Jeff has to resist the urge to throw a sheet or something over Billy's chest so 
that he doesn't have to see the bruises. He should find alcohol or something to disinfect the wound, maybe 
some gauze to wrap it, but anything beyond the hypercharged space between them seems to have 
disappeared. In the end, he just crawls up on the bed and lies down on the far end, not wanting to crowd Billy, 


and closes his eyes. They stay in silence, unmoving, for a long time. 


"It's like a bubble" Billy says out of the blue. 


"A bubble" Jeff repeats quizzically, cracking an eye open to look up at the side off his friend's head and 


involuntarily catching an eyeful of the swollen welts on his back. 
Billy nods, his long hair swaying "When you make it too big. Too much inside, so it pops" 


"Oh" Jeff says, feeling like he's about to burst into tears because he doesn't know what to do with this 


information, doesn’t really know what it means and is not equipped to understand it even if he did 
Billy sighs in frustration "Its like a volcano, there's too much inside, too much-too many--' 
"Feelings?" Jeff says tentatively, trying to be helpful 

Billy seems to deflate then, his bony shoulders drooping "Yeah" 


"Is that why you wouldn't talk yesterday?" Jeff asks softly, hand rising up to rest on Billy's back, but stopping 
halfway when the redhead's shoulders hunch more and his head falls forward. Jeff sits up, alarmed "Bill?" 


"When---" Billy starts brokenly, but cuts himself off and takes deep breaths until his voice evens out a bit 
"When people touch me, it's like | fade away" 


He pauses, licking his lips anxiously as his fists clench and unclench. There are spots of dried red blood on them 
and bruises on his wrists, and Jeff is sure that if he ever kills anyone it will be Bill's father. He looks like he's 
in more pain now, piecing words together than he was a few moments ago, slicing himself apart. Jeff doesn't 
know what to do, his hands feel enormous and his presence unwanted, because Billy is shaking and it's because 


he is atraid of him. 

"Like l'm not real, not really here" he finishes softly. 

Jeff's throat clenches at the implications of those few words "Even with me?" 
Billy doesn't answer, just looks at him guiltily and bites his lip. 


(Why did you kiss me? Why do you grab my hands? Why do you fouch my shoulder why do you put your arm 
around me why do you sit so close why do you dance with me why did you kiss me?) 


Jeff replays every single touch and flick on the forehead and pat on the back he can remember, searching in 
his faulty memory for the second when Billy recoiled He remembers every time Billy's held his hands like 
precious things, like baby birds he feared both crushing and letting go of. He thinks back on the first time he 
put his arm around Billy to keep the cold at bay while they were stargazing, on the way he sputtered and 
blushed but snuggled closer. He ponders every hug and all two kisses, weights their friendship in a lifetime of 


moments of shared space and air. 


"Can | touch you?" Jeff asks, swallowing afterwards because he doesn't know what answer he wants. On the 
one side, he wants Billy to say yes, because he needs to prove to him that as long as he's alive, Jeff will never 
hurt him. On the other hand, he's afraid that if he reaches out and touches him, Billy will disappear into thin 


air like so much dust. 


He's come to terms with the fact that he feels more than brotherly affection for Billy, but he also knows 
that what he's going through is more than a silly crush. He's in love, like a fucking dork, but he would rather 
pine away for the rest of his life than do anything that could possibly cause Billy's eyes to go hollow and 


empty. 


Love should have no restriction. With restrictions it isn't lasting, and he wants it to be lasting, he knows it will 
be lasting. 


Billy's eyes widen a little, like that was the one thing he didn't expect and he doesn't know what to do about it. 
Jeff looks at him for a few moments, and then lifts his hand palm up in the air between them, leaving it there 


like an offering. Take it or leave it. 


Billy looks at it like its a live cobra, and time seems to hold still as he slowly reaches for it, tracing the lines 
on the palm with a light fingertip before covering it with his own small, bloody hand. They stay still for a while, 
holding their breath. 


"Still there?" Jeff asks softly. 
Billy takes a deep breath and nods. 


Jeff feels all at once as if they're standing in the middle of the solar system, entire galaxies of unexplored 
possibilities swirling around them in brilliant waltzing clusters. Even the ones that are as untouchable and 
temporary as supernovas are still giving off light for the time being, and he realizes that this is all he can ask 


for, really. 


"Still here" Billy cracks a little smile, and it still feels like a ray of sunlight through the clouds "You have 
freakishly big hands, you know?" 


All he could ever possibly want. 


Izzy doesn't know what he does, but he must make some kind of noise, because Axl stirs, ocean eyes snapping 


open and fixing almost immediately on him as he rises to a sitting position. 


(Axl never wakes up slowly, always snaps to alert as soon as his eyes open, no matter how he's woken up. He 
rages and curses when people wake him from much needed sleep, ready to face the day as his feet hit the 
ground, but in those few seconds from the moment he awakens to the moment he gathers his bearing, his eyes 


are large and glassy, almost as if he were seeing things that are not really there) 


The bones in his face are sharper, like they haven't been since the first time they saw each other after Izzy 
left Lafayette. He holds himself like a coiled spring, feels like an armed explosive, and watches Izzy get closer 


like - like - 
Honestly Izzy doesn't even know. 


Izzy's chest hurts and his throat closes as he realizes that he's made all the way to the middle of the room 
without even noticing, his hand instinctively reaching forward. And he makes himself take a few steps back, a 
lot more steps back than he wants to, until he can rest his shoulder on the doorsill. The light is on, but he 

can't remember flicking the switch. He can feel something like a charged line in the air - and if he crosses, if 


he pushes, he's asking for everything to go wrong. 
And there are so many ways it can go wrong. 


How long they stay that way, he doesn't know. It feels like forever, for fucking ever, but anything would right 
now - and Izzy doesn't know what time it was when he stopped, so he can't check with constants of the 
universe like a watch or a clock or the sun and besides the sun set already. Axl looks like a ghost, a mirage of 
some sort: a dying man's final dream. Izzy can't decide if he's real or not, he looks like an illusion, his hair too 


red and his skin to white, like contrast images on TV and not the real world. 


(- but he does look like someone who would snap if you made the wrong move, and lke you'd be lucky if you ever 
knew what that move was. Axis brain is a tangle of traps and trp wires that seem fo change around almost 
constantly, his moods capable of turning on a dme and at the drop of a hat. Something can be perfectly okay with 
him one day only fo send him completely off the rails the next, and this is not situation lke any they've ever been 
through before) 


Izzy wants to say something. He should say something. And he's done a lot of things that have been all kinds of 
crazy and right here and right now is the time where for a minute fear gets in and stops him from doing 
anything, freezes him where he is, because there are so many ways this can go wrong and go wrong in the 


ways nothing can fix. 


Axl watches him. Doesn't move and all the things Izzy wants to say crowd his head and bang into each other 
and in the end the only thing that comes out is a strangled "Where have you been?" 


Which is exactly what he shouldn't have said, because Axl's face closes, and it's only then that Izzy realizes it 
was open before, bare and exposed like a nerve. He looks faraway now, distant, and Izzy can feel his hands 
shake and spasms running up and down his arms, his body begging him to quit with the talking and walk a few 


steps closer and just-- 


"That's none of your fucking business" Axl says, voice raspy, and suddenly Izzy is angry, so fucking angry, 
because he made his peace with this whole thing. He's made his peace with his lonely life and the Axl-shaped 


hole in his heart and why is he here again? Why isn't he elsewhere, somewhere Izzy can't get to him 


anymore? 


"Have you been coming here?" he demands to know, because now he needs to know if those few seconds when 
he thought the smelled a ghost at the edge of a dream were true, and Axl's been conspiring with his frayed 
subconscious to drive him mad. 


Axl's eyes narrow "This is my fucking place too" 

"My bed is yours too?" 

"No" Axl glares at him through a fringe of red strands ".| came to shower, and | was tired, so | had a nap" 
"On my bed?" Izzy repeats, gritting his teeth. 


"Mine doesn't have any sheets" the redhead shrugs as he pushes the covers off and swings his legs over the 
side of the bed, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, as if they've been sharing beds all along and 
are not currently in the midst of the worst fight they've ever had. 


As if Izzy hadn't kissed him and told him that he loved him, as if he hadn't fucked Izzy's girlfriend out of spite. 
As if he hadn't held Izzy close as he shivered in the night, whispering in his ear to keep his mind off the pain 
As if he hadn't kissed Izzy with the intensity of a lifetime of love and promise, and then left, not to come back. 
As if Izzy hadn't been slowly coming to terms with the fact that life from now on would be dim and grey and 
forever missing the only thing that ever made it worthwhile. 


He can feel a rage like nothing he's ever felt before thrumming in his veins, an anger so great it feels like it 
can't possibly fit inside his body, becouse how dare this fucking creature be so blasé about them? How can he 
just stumble back into Izzy's life and think that everything will be alright? He doesn't know what he wants to 
do, what he should do or shouldn't do, but he needs to do something, because he feels close to bursting, can 
see himself starting to walk forward with a growl, fists clenching so tight his nails dig into his palms and-- 


And then he notices the angry gashes on Axl's pale shins dripping crimson down to his feet, a thick drop of 
blood splattering on the floor with a sickening sound. 


and I've seen the light 
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Izzy's heart tumbles in the sudden quiet, the only sound to be heard is the rustle of fabric as Axl plants his 
feet on the ground and begins to rise. 


"Axe" Izzy wheezes, trying very hard not to let his voice waver into a pained moan. All the anger feels like it's 
been drained from him and replaced by cold dread. Axl pauses at the edge of the bed, scratching his head 
absently with a frown, as if he's forgotten was he was about to do. 


"What" he says softly, inflectionless, delayed and remote. 


"Don't-don't move. Let me take a look, ok?" Izzy says, reaching out as he walks closer, not looking at the floor 
because there is a lot of blood and if he looks-if he looks- 


Axl lifts flat, deadened eyes to him when Izzy's feet enter his field of vision and only then does Izzy realize 
he's not really there, and it would have a lot better to see all the blood splattered on the floor than to face 


those unseeing eyes. 


Its been really long since the last time this happened, and Izzy feels like punching himself in the face for not 
seeing it sooner. Just because Axl is not called Billy Bailey anymore doesn't mean they are not the same 


person, doesn't mean they don't cope with the world in the same way. 


"A look at what? Oh--" Axl looks down at the floor and blinks ". | thought | was dreaming that" he frowns ". 


Am | awake?" 
"Yeah. Wide awake" 


Izzy kneels gingerly at the edge of the bed, turning his attention to the cuts on Ax''s legs, his fingers hovering 
just over them but unwilling to touch. Its not hard to see that they weren't caused with any sharp object, 
because they are jagged and uneven, and even if he hadn't identified the slashes as scratches at first sight, 


one glance at the blood underneath Axl's fingernails would have clued him in. 


There are many, some long and deep, angry red, like nails dug in and just kept hacking over and over, little 
crimson pearls sipping through cracked skin. Others are just raised pinkish skin, worried but not pierced. The 
damage doesn't go further upwards than the knees, though, and Izzy has a second of relief that Axl didn't 


return to his teenage practice of slashing his inner thighs open. Izzy doesn't really think his current emotional 


state would fare well if he were to climb between Axl's legs after all the shit that's gone on between them. 


"It looks like you got in a fistfight with a fucking tiger" Izzy says once he's gauged that it looks worse than it 


is, glancing up, only to freeze at the sight of Axl's wide ocean eyes pinned on him, curious and catlike. 


"You should see the other guy" Axl says softly, oddly nonchalant even talking about his inner demons "or 


furball, after | was done with him" 


(And without meaning to, Axl opens those Fucking flood gates lzzy has in his mind. He really should get rid of them, 
or see about having them welded shut. Now that Axl is here, safe, reasonably sound and not too badly hurt, the 
gates figured it couldn't hurt to have one last hammering flood through Izzy's mind) 


He's back. He walked back in the same way he ran out, with a graceful, self-righteous bang, and some hint of a 
heavy future or past, and he's acting like he never left. He acts like he didn't create this gaping hole in Izzy's 
chest, he acts like he hasn't haunted his every waking and sleeping moment, like he's not dripping blood on the 
floor, and Izzy just wants to shake him. 


Izzy feels trapped, looking at himself reflected inside Axl's dilated pupils, and he doesn't speak because it 
wouldn't be intelligible anyway. He doesn't know how long they stare at each other, but it feels like forever 
sizzling between them, and Izzy doesn't dare breathe, afraid of the atmosphere slipping through his fingers. He 
hasn't seen him in so long, he feels like he's on a limited timeslot, soaking in as much of Axl as possible while 


he has him right here. 


How does he do it, how does he always delivers these deadly blows and how does Izzy take it? How can he 
always get right back up and ask, no, fucking beg for more? How much is one mortal supposed to be able to 
withstand? He really wishes he knew, because he is pretty sure he's near the breaking point. His chest begins 
to tighten painfully. Axl makes a questioning sound and he grits his teeth, but fuck! What's the use? What the 
fuck is the use? 


"Can | touch you?" 


He literally holds his breath as he waits for Axl's response, watching Axl's face attentively and feeling deeply 
disturbed when he realizes he has no idea what's going on in Axl's head. It used to be that a fleeting shared 
glance or a soft nudge on the shoulder was all it took for them to be on the same page, to share a private 
joke or sweet memory. They could understand each other's meanings through body language, share feelings 


through their eyes. 


Axl nods, but doesn't reach out, doesn't move at all. He's on the verge of asking again, but then he looks at 
Axl, really looks at him. The hard overhead lighting isn't kind to him, delineating the bags under his eyes and 
the faint lines of stress a man with such few years on his back shouldn't even have, and hollowing out his 


cheeks so that his exhaustion is self evident. It does nothing to hide the nick on his lower lip where his anxious 


teeth bit too hard. 


He's a stranger, and Izzy realizes with a sick start that the reason for this is because this is the very first 
time Izzy has ever seen Axl with all the light sucked out of him. He looks pale and small, like a rag doll left in a 


corner. 


More than anything, Izzy wants to kiss him, but there is so much that could go wrong with that. He's wary of 
making any sudden movements, which should be ridiculous, but in this case, with this person, just isn't. Instead, 
he slowly reaches out and traces the line of Axl's cheekbone with his thumb, the gesture firm and sure, but 


so much less than it could be. 


Axl shudders and seems to lean on the touch, eyes Sliding shut, waves of relief pouring out of him, and he 
makes a little sound that makes Izzy's jaw clench and his heart ache, because it's somewhere out there in the 


no man's land between good and bad. 


"Still there?" Izzy asks softly, trying to smile and not blink, because he knows that if his eyelashes so much as 
flutter, tears will start flowing and he doesn't know if he'll be able to make himself stop. 


"Still here" Axl says. He opens his eyes and captures Izzy's hand just as it's retreating, wrapping loose fingers 


around it "Hi" 
"Hello" 
"How have you been?" 


Izzy smiles, one sided and shaky “Oh, you know" 


I's not that Izzy's never loved anyone else. He's had his fair share of girlfriends, and that one dude who 
turned out to be married and completely discouraged him from chasing after guys from that day forward. 
He's been wildly, irrevocably, stupidly in love, but it never sticks. 


It just feels transient, like a passing fancy, and as quickly as it comes, with all it's passion and beauty, it burns 
away. It doesn't matter how hard he tries, he can't help but slowly lose touch with the feelings that tie him to 
these people, to the things he loves about them. It's not that he's an idealist or a hopeless romantic, either. 
He's not looking for a perfect match, or a soul mate, or anything, really, but one can't go through life without 
things happening, without people appearing suddenly and seeming to be everything you ever wanted. And then 


not coming even close to that. 


But even as a child, he liked his walls. Not even liked; he needed walls, needed them because it was either that 
or long hopelessly for an affection that he never got. He learned to love distance, learned to manipulate and 
wield it as carefully as Billy Bailey couldn't, as Axl still can't, with the way he looks at people straight in the 
eye and tells them exactly what he thinks and let's them touch him if they promise not to hurt. 


Izzy's tried to leave the distance behind him, but it follows him every time, creeping in around the edges of 


every relationship he forms, every person who he tries to throw himself at and winds up running away from 


( Because he always does, in the end, in one way or another. He finds his voice going cold in every conversation, his 
eyes sliding away from every glance, his mouth twisting itself out of every smile he tries to force. He did it with 
Billy Bailey when he was eighteen and he would have spent the rest of his life running away from him, so he 
doesn't have to force himself to fake a smile and content himself with touching his hand and shudder on the inside 


because he's so, so afraid of breaking him without meaning to) 


Love seems to fade, like smoke in the wind, and he's left with a sadness he can't really put to words, because 
when its all said and done, Izzy doesn't grieve for a person, or a relationship, or that elusive what if. He 
grieves for a feeling that's dead and gone, leaving nothing behind but dust. 


Except-- 


"You ever been in love, Axe?" he asks, sitting on the floor and watching Axl make coffee in their little kitchen 
through the Technicolor lenses of heroin: his newfound pastime. 


Axl looks at him as if he's just asked him to calculate the distance to Ursa Major using a toothbrush and 


some gum. Then he shrugs. 
"lm not sure it even fucking exists" 
And it really shouldn't feel like such a stab to the heart, but-well. 


When Izzy daydreams (as he does a little too often, staring dreamily at the neck of his guitar or ceiling or thin 
air or Axl's scowl), he likes to imagine himself as the one who saves Axl. Because he adores him with every 
fiber of his being, but he most certainly would not nominate him for the best-adusted human of the year. 
Probably not even of the week. 


But in his daydreams, none of that matters. In his daydreams, it is Izzy who is the well-adjusted one, the one 
who pulls Axl back from the brink and loves him perfectly and teaches him to love back. In his daydreams, he 
is flawless and helps Axl to be the same, and none of Axl's scars, both physical and emotional, can mar the 


beautiful blue skies of their love. 

But in the back of his head, there's always a voice that whispers, have you seen yourself lately? 

Because, to be perfectly honest, he's really not all that well-adjusted. He doesn't, at least, fly into a complete 
rage on a regular basis or jumps from the stage to kick someone's face, but it's not like he doesn't have deep- 


seated emotional issues that he can't even trace back. 


(h the real world, Izzy struggles with the fear of looking too deep inside himself and not liking what he finds. He 


fears that for all he's tried to change and make himself be someone good, he's stil little Jeff, caught up in useless 
illusions of magical worlds and in love with a dying angel he always fails to save) 


"The way people talk about love-like it's a drug, or something” Axl shakes his head "I'm not taking it” 


Ah, there it is. Axl's logic against any and all needs. God forbid he might get hooked and suddenly tied down, 


enclosed, caged. Clipped wings, like a fallen angel. 
"You have a girlfriend’ Izzy points out, and immediately regrets it. 
Please dont say you love her. | might die 


Axl snorts, pouring black, rich coffee in two mugs. The smell seems intensified in Izzy's nostrils, like a tidal 
wave. All his senses are on fire, and the world seems to be made out of stained glass and sunlight, but Axl's in 


the room with him, so that shouldn't be a surprise. 


"Yeah, and that's just about everything she's ever gonna be" Axl says, and Izzy lets out a breath he didn't 
know he was holding. He grabs the mug he's given and smiles when Axl rolls his eyes but sits on the floor with 


him, anyway. 


"You've tried pretty much every other drug" Izzy reasons, taking a sip of scalding coffee and marveling at his 


burning tongue, mixing with the loaded taste, the contrast of pain and pleasure a fascination to his exalted self. 


He's about to do it again, but Axl stills his hand with a firm fingers on his wrist and a strange cant to his 
head, like he doesn't know if he's mad or sad or what, but it's better to just let it go than sort it out. He's 
been doing that a lot, lately. 


Izzy looks at him expectantly, waiting for a reply. 

‘Oh, we're still on the topic" Axl says, sighing and putting his mug on the floor "Its not the same” 

"Why?" 

"What d'you mean, why? Because I'm not good with people” 

This is another one of those things they don't talk about. They don't talk about the moments when someone 
moves to fast and Axl jumps. They don't talk about the way certain things, like the clinking of a buckle or a 
crucifix, can be perfectly good with him one day just to send him off the rails the next one. They don't talk 
about how sometimes, when someone yells, his instinct is not to yell back, but to run away and hide. And they 
definitely don't talk about the times he disappears, becoming a live size doll of himself: an Axl shaped 


exoskeleton in the place Axl used to be. 


They don't talk about this, but its there, spread between them like the foundation of who they are. 


Izzy shrugs "You're good with me" 
Axl's lip twitches "That's different. You are-"he pauses, the glitch in his speech enough to let Izzy know that 


whatever he says next is not what he really means. Axl shrugs, his hair moving like a wave "You are my best 


friend" 
You're mine hangs unspoken in the air, but it's clear for both of them like the lines in the sand that that keep 
the words unvoiced. Out of all the people Izzy's left behind, Axl is the only one not content with the idea of 


becoming someone's faded memory. 


"It feels good" Izzy comments after a long silence, looking up at the ceiling and tracing the cracks with his eyes. 


He can practically feel Axl cocking his head in confusion 
"What does?" 

"Love 

Axl chuckles "Most things that feel good are bad you" 


"You don't need to tell me that" Izzy says with a snort, letting himself fall to his back with a groan "I don't 
think drug is a good word for it, though" 


Axl laughs. 

‘Is even worse with you" he says, smile wide "For you, love... its like a-a religion It's fucking terrifying" 

No, babe. Thats just my love for you 

His love for Axl is different to that other, transient love, and this should worry him more than it does. 
There's something different about that love, which seems to shift and change as the years progress, from a 
scorching furnace just under the surface of his brittle skin to glimmering embers, burning softly just to keep 
him warm. And it's not even Axl's fault, really, even if he's the object of such a passion, the protagonist of 


such dreams. 


What would you say if | told you Ive loved you forever, and | need you like air? Would I still be your best friend? 
Would you stil think of me as yours? Would my love terrify you? 


The problem is that Izzy doesn't think he's particularly good. He smiles like a cool guy and jokes and offers 
everything to anyone because he's dying to prove himself wrong, but he never quite manages it. A string of 
failed relationships and alienated friends show that he's nothing if not great at pulling away at the crucial 


moment, at letting an angry lover walk out the door or sitting silent when a friend needs him to say 


something, anything. When it matters, he never knows what to do. 


And even if he did, he wouldn't do it because he's afraid of what would happen if he did, of how things would 
change if he begged for forgiveness or offered a shoulder to cry on He's afraid of getting close to someone 
and then doing something wrong and sending everything straight to hell, like he always does. Essentially, then, 
there's just no point to getting close to anyone, because he'll always fuck it up in the end. Fucking it up at the 


beginning saves everyone involved a whole lot of pain 


Would | terrify you? Would you still think Im good, if | fold you that Im a black hole, swallowing universes whole, 


and youre the only solar system that could ever keep me satisfied? 


And so the distance stay, hanging harsh in the air like a line in the sand, an invisible wall that he just can't 
cross. The distance stays, and right here is where it started: two boys sitting on the floor, their lives ahead 
of them but not really. Their life is there, sizzling in the space between them that no one dares cross. 


"More like a leap of faith, then" Izzy says, and hears a rustle of fabric as Axl lies down with him, using his 
arm as a pillow ". That sounds a bit better" 


‘lm still not buying it" Axl assures, but he scoots closer, and the walls shudder and want to crumble at the 


cadence of his voice. 


The fact that their bathroom has a bathtub was quite probably the thing Izzy loved the most about it, old, 
cracked and stained as it is, but he doesn't think he'll ever see the white ceramic the same way again after 


seeing Axl's blood swirl down the drain, flecks of red dancing in the water. 


Axl is sprawled inside, facing the spray, wearing an old shirt that was once emblazoned with the Dark Side of 
the Moon logo, now faded beyond recognition, and boxers, watching dispassionately as the spray of warm water 


hits his legs and washes away the blood, even though it must hurt like hell. 


Izzy's never known if this stone faced approach to pain is pretence, a fagade, or if Axl truly doesn't feel pain in 
these moments when he's caught between being locked inside of his head and slowly peeking out. God knows 
he's fucking loud when he has a headache or a cold, but when there's actual blood flowing and he's done it to 
himself..he's quiet as the grave, unruffled and remote. It's always been like this, like Axl doesn't frown at the 
pain he thinks he deserves. 


Or maybe it's a part of his grounding system, like digging his claws into his own skin. He's always been afraid of 
disappearing, of not being real, and has confessed to it on various occasions. Maybe the pain helps him know 


that he's alive. 


(There was a time when Axl would turn to lzzy and look at him with those eyes, those eyes that pleaded for 
validation, for proof, and zzy would wordlessly reach out a hand, a hand to be held between two palms lke a 


lifeline, like a treasure. There was a time when all Axl needed to do to know he was real was look at him. There 
was a time when he didn't need strangers to hold him or pain to ground him, he just needed to ask, but there was 
a point there when izzy stopped listening) 

Izzy grimaces and turns the water off, mentally preparing himself to what he's about to look at. Once again, 
he's not squeamish, but this is Axl. Strong, wild, crazy Axl, and he did this to himself, and Izzy feels fifteen 
again and wondering why the fuck someone would do this, why would an angel bleed by his own hand? 


(im your angel You put me up there in some fucking pedestal and you think HI save you--) 


Axl's words rebound around in his head, suddenly clear, their meaning easy to unlock. He's been looking at Axl 


for safe keeping, for aid and salvation. But there was a time, long ago, when they used to save each other. 
(--but | can't. | cant even save myself) 


"When did we stop being friends?" he asks, looking at Axl's feet. They look oddly vulnerable without his kickass 
boots. 


There was a time when we used to save each other, remember? Please tell me you haven't forgotten. Youre my 


angel, but | would give the last drop of my hearts blood to keep you safe 

"We've never been friends" Axl states, watching dispassionately as his blood goes down the drain Izzy cringes 
at the flat tone, but at least now he's talking "Friends don't fight like we do. Or kiss. We've kissed too many 
times to be friends. Other people are friends" 


Axl has a point there. A relationship as fucked as theirs could not possibly be considered friendship. They rely 


on each other too much, need each other too much. 
"Then what are we?" 
Surely we are something 


Logically, the next step after a shower would be drying off, so Izzy gets up from where he's sitting on the 
floor, hanging off the side of the tub. 


"We are weird’ Axl says, inspecting the blood under his fingernails with a frown, like he doesn't know how they 


got dirty "Ask me why | broke up with my girlfriend” 


Izzy considers what the fuck to do now that their friendship lies in tatters, disguised as droplets of blood. Axl 


is still not all there, still caught up in something that's going on in his own head and Izzy- 


(zzy's caught up too. This whole scene has a dream like quality to it, surreal, lke a really old memory, and he's 
vaguely hoping that in few seconds he'll wake up and he'll be old, with Axl sitting next to him and he'll be old too, 


rocking back and forth on one of those chairs his grandmother had in her front porch and they used to use as 
horsies as kids. Axl will laugh at him for falling asleep in the middle of a sentence, and this whole thing will have 
been just a thing that happened once. Remember when | hurt you so bad | made you disappear, and you clawed at 
your own skin like a wild animal just to stay awake? That was a rough night) 


"Why did you break up with your girlfriend, Axl? 


"Because she said that |-that | like you more than | like her" he says, pausing as if to carefully choose his 
words, but Izzy knows him enough to recognize the glitch in his speech "That's it. | called her a cunt cause | 
couldn't think of anything else to say, | couldn't even argue with her even though | wanted to. | was mad at 
you but | was worried that you'd die while | was away and | just-- | came back here. And you were half dead 


on the floor" 
lzzy winces "| vaguely remember that part" 


"I thought you were dead" Axl says, gaze lost and far away ", but you weren't dead. And | wanted to kill you, 


but you were hurting so much and you were sorry, and then you said- that 


Í said | meant it. | said | loved you, even if | didn't say it lke that But you don't believe me. Im starting to see you 


never will 
"I'd never wanted to hurt anyone the way | wanted to hurt you. | wanted you to suffer, like--" 


Axl doesn't finish, doesn't say ike you made me suffer, but he doesn't need to. They might not be friends, but 
they still know each other better than anyone. Whatever old demon Izzy summoned that night when he 
forcefully kissed Axl behind the club is clearly powerful, horns piercing through Axl's carefully concocted 
persona to the point that he was reduced to the same fifteen year old boy Jeff couldn't help but fall in love 
with, slicing himself apart to make life bearable. 


ld do anything for you. Anything. Just ask, tell me what to do. lil pay any price, serve any god, but please, believe 


me 
Izzy nudges Axl to a sitting position on the edge of the tub and goes to grab some towels and their much 
diminished medical supplies. When he turns back to Axl, he finds him crumpled on the floor with his back 


against the side of the tub and his knees drawn tight to his chest, hands scratching absently at his shins, 
digging in and breaking skin. 


"No, don't do that! Axl" Izzy says, sounding horrified and wanting to kick himself for it, but it does the trick: 
Axl flinches, his hands falling to his sides, lax and once again dripping blood. 


Do you want me on my knees? 


Izzy swallows the sudden lump in his throat and kneels next to him. The lesser scrapes that marred Axl's shins 


are now red and gushing blood, and he can hear his mother's voice in his head telling him that knees just bleed 
a lot, kid, youre not dying her default speech every time he fell off his bike and returned home crying. Izzy 


thanks god that Axl is a paranoid fuck and keeps a stupid amount of gauze and infection medicine around. 


He soaks a piece of cotton and starts dabbing at Axl's knees, trying very hard not to think about how bad this 


must be feeling. 
‘I'm sorry" Axl says, looking like he's more pained by Izzy's reaction than by anything else. 


"You didn't do anything wrong" Izzy says automatically, the lines coming to him like a half remembered script. 
And he didn't, really. It would be fairly hypocritical of Izzy to judge Axl on his self-harm antic when he's the 
drug addict. 


"| touched you" Axl says, his face scrunched up in pain that has nothing to do with the way the solution makes 
the scratches sizzle: the words are like shards of glass, seeming to cut his throat on the way out ". You said 


no, and | didn't stop, and | was so-so angry at you! | couldn't-l--" 

He presses his fists to his eyes, chest heaving, and Izzy realizes Axl doesn't even feel the pain right now, and 
maybe Izzy's not the only one that needs to have his floodgates welded shut. Izzy's brain stammers into 
action, because this he knows how to do: he drops everything and gathers him in his arms, slotting Axl's head 
right under his chin He rubs Axl's arms, cards fingers through his hair, feels his painful, hitching breaths 
against his neck. Axl doesn't cry, becouse he never cries, but he wraps his arms over Izzy's shoulders and 


holds on tight, visibly forcing himself to slow his pounding heart. 


"You fixed the leak" Axl comments after a while, in an effort to sound composed, but it's smothered against 


Izzy's throat. 
Izzy smiles, one sided and resigned "Yeah" 
No man should be asked to hold the sun in his arms, its just too much, but for you.. 


"S-sorry," Axl stammers out, like he can't hold it in, followed by a little sob that makes Izzy grit his teeth "I'm 


-s0 sorry" 


"Fuck," Izzy mutters under his breath, then, more clearly directed to Axl, he says, "No, no, don't be. I.. Are you 
okay?" 


Axl chuckles bitterly "Why are you asking me?" 


"I mean.. Shit, Axe. Is that why you wouldn't come back? Is that--" Izzy swallows around the sudden lump in 


his throat "Is that why you left?" 


"Sorry," Axl repeats, arms tightening around Izzy's neck, finger's gripping his shirt as if it were the only thing 


keeping him from being swept away. Or thrown off, which is probably what he's thinking Izzy will do. 

"Axe, you-you really didn't do anything wrong," Izzy says, his brain scrambling for the right words, because 
this is it, they are fucking talking about it, and his entire lexicon seems to have faded". | kissed you first, 
remember? | hurt you. | should be apologizing, not you. I'm sorry. You didn't do anything | didn't want you to" 


"And you asked me to stop just for shits and giggles?" Axl says, and there really shouldn't be a way for words 
to drip with such tangible self-loathing. 


"Axe, you didn't hold me down, and-" 

And he stops himself at the last second from saying raped me, because no. There are certain words that are 
to be avoided when Axl is like this, on the downside of his continuous mood roller-coaster. Swiftly, he changes 
the course of his argument, pushing on Axl's shoulders to make him sit back and look at him. Axl goes 


reluctantly, but doesn't relinquish his hold on Izzy's neck. 


"Do you really think | couldn't have stopped you if | wanted to?" Izzy says, trying to coax ocean eyes to meet 
his "Will you accept my apology?" 


Axl shakes his head. "You should not be apologizing to me. | should be begging you to forgive me, and you 
should be telling me to go to fuck off" 


Izzy rolls his eyes. Leave it to Axl to be petulant and condescending even when he's having a nervous 


breakdown 

"Can | tell you you're forgiven, instead” 

Ng 

"Come on" Izzy says, shaking Axl a little "You said it yourself: we're weird. Rules don't apply to us" 


Axl doesn't say anything, but he doesn't pull away from Izzy, either. He sits there, scrutinizing Izzy's face like 
it holds all the secrets to the universe. Izzy feels oddly calm, even under Axl's study. 


"| tried to stay away" 
"From me?" 


"Yeah, from you. From this shitty apartment in this shitty part of town, but | couldn't. | just-l couldn't. | can't 


get any traction without you. | just feel like I'm spinning around” 


Izzy huffs a laugh, because shit if that doesn't sum up his existence since Axl disappeared. 


‘lm sorry about what | did’ Axl says, in a tone that brooks no argument "I know what that feels like and | 


shouldn't have-| shouldn't have. I'm sorry" 
"You didn't hurt me, Axe" Izzy repeats, because that's the only thing he needs to get across. 


That day seems so far away right now, those feelings of elation, of being brought to spiteful pleasure by Axl's 
hands, but however miserable the afterwards was, Axl didn't hurt him. It wasn't how he'd always pictured that 
idyllic, if non-plausible, first time in Axl's arms, but it still was a fucking fantasy coming to life. 


Izzy licks his lips, mouth suddenly dry, and now he has to know. 
"Why did you do that?" 


Why that, of all the things you could have done to bring me to pieces? Just a few well placed words and | would 
have been nothing, just one tear and I would have died 


Axl looks down, shame coloring his cheeks bright red "I was angry" 


For anyone other person, that wouldn't have been a valid reason, but Izzy knows how deeply anger churns 


inside Axis belly, how it sometimes seems to consume him alive and posses him. 
"You never do things for normal person reasons" Izzy says, lips quirking in a tentative smile. 


Axl rolls his eyes so hard it seems like they're about to roll out of his head, and the anger is back, Izzy can 


see it "Yeah, because your bad obsession is so much more normal" 


(Fs uncanny, really, that ability Axl has for spreading Izzy's heart wide open and sticking daggers inside it with 
nothing but a few words with a cadence that's impossible to translate. zzy would give him anything, could give him 
everything, pay any price, serve any god, and he'd still think Izzy's love means nothing but a cheap hormone trick, 
that it cant possibly be real. Just a drug induced craving. An obsession? No) 


Izzy holds Axl's accusing gaze, and those eyes speak to him, tell him that he's a liar and a coward and a fool. 
Tell him the truth, the way they always have, even when their owner won't. After all, its all in the eyes. He 


doesn't know why he's even been listening to Axl's words, anyway. 


(Delivered to his arms was this bruised and battered angel with devilish horns, with its dirty, dull and tangled 
strawberry hair, and its bruises and cuts and smears of red blood It stinks and its clothes are moist from the 
shower, but it is the most precious thing he's ever had the allowance fo set his eyes on) 


The reality is beginning to catch up to him. Up until now he's been living out this wild fantasy, complete with 
Axl's barbs and jibes, but now the illusions are fading away and he is left with this creature in his arms. Izzy 
licks his lips, raising trembling fingers to push a strand of copper behind the angel's ear, letting them linger and 
trail until he can brush his thumb to the corner of a pink mouth. The angel's breath catches and the anger 


fades from his face, but his eyes are clear and alive. He's here. Time stills. 


Ive tried to be strong, Wve tried to shield you from this | built these walls to keep it all inside. Ive tried not fo hurt 
you, but it seems that more | try to be good | tear you to pieces. | thought Id built these walls around me fo keep 
you safe, but all | did was lock you out in the cold 


"| love you" Izzy says. And it should be obvious by now, it's obvious to him, but he still shakes with the 
colossal energy of the statement, shakes with the power of it, the force of it. He can't remember a time he 


wasn't carrying this love around with him. 


Ive tried to live on my own, but I cant. | cant be without you. Youre my angel, but Im your creature too, dont 


you know? 


That power is enough to move mountains and shred universes, enough to level the world and turn it into 


nothing. Hopefully that power will be enough to kick start the drenched sun he holds in his arms. 

So here | am, once more. Trying to lay everything at your feet again 

Maybe that power will be enough to break the walls. 

Save me 

Axl's eyes widen so much Izzy fears for a second they'll crack like glass plates and they'll have to piece them 
back together, but for some reason he no longer fears repercussions. He doesn't care about what Axl might 
want to do with Izzy's words, what he'll make of them, because they never belonged to Izzy in the first place: 


they've always belonged to Axl, a slot in Izzy's heart like a parcel of land, forever claimed by ocean eyes. 


Now he knows he's loved. That shoddy truth is the best Izzy has to give him. 


between us 
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Time seems to hold still, and it seems to Izzy like there is no way there is a world outside this tiny bathroom, 
with is flowery tiles and droplets of blood on the floor. It seems to him like there can't possibly be a world 
outside the look of absolute shock on Axl's pale face, the bare feelings swirling in his eyes like green lights, 
fireflies in the night, his pink lips parted in surprise. 


There can't be anything beyond the softness of Axl's neck, there where Izzy's fingers graze it, or the weight 


of Axl's arms on his shoulders. 


But then time starts again, and Axl's become distressed, caught in a storm, and terror wins over all the other 


emotions fighting for dominance in the green ocean. 
"Let me go" he says, but doesn't move. 
Izzy's arm coils tighter around Axl's waist "No" 


"Izzy" Axl says, and it sounds urgent and choked, like a prayer, but he still can't make himself move away "Let 


me go" 


"No" Izzy repeats, watching Axl get more and more agitated and wrapping his other arm around his waist "| 


know you. If | let go, you'll run away" 


"Let me--" and Axl starts squirming then, hands pushing at Izzy's chest, but his strength seems to be gone 
from him, drained and spent, like the blood on the floor. 


"No" 


"Come onl" Axl looks like he's on the verge of a panic attack. 


‘| love you" Izzy repeats, trying to catch Axls frightened eyes to no avail. Axl makes a wounded sound and 
buries his head on Izzy's shoulder, hitching breaths making his shoulders shake. 


"Stop saying that" 


"Why?" Izzy asks, running soothing hands up and down Axl's spine, hating that he's making him hurt like this 
but knowing that if he backtracks now, the damage will be worse. 


"Just stop" Axl begs in a small voice that doesn't sound like it belongs to him, smothered against Izzy's 


shoulder. 
Izzy swallows around the lump in his throat "Why?" 


"Because it's not true" Axl hisses, collecting enough strength to look at Izzy with his wild eyes "You say that 


to everyone" 


And Izzy always knew his inability to shut up about his failed relationships would one day come and bite him in 
the ass, but he'd always hoped that it would be in a less dramatic way. 


"You're not everyone, are you?" he asks, dragging the line of the argument away from other people and back 


to them. 
Axl huffs out a bitter laugh "I don't know. Am |?" 
"No" Izzy answers for him, trying hard to keep calm and choose his words correctly "You're my best friend” 


"We are not friends" Axl says darkly, shaking his head. A friend wouldn't do this to me he doesn't say, but Izzy 


can hear it in the crack of his voice. 

Izzy rolls his eyes "Say that bullshit as much as you like, it won't make it true" 

'Izzy" Axl tries, a pleading note in his voice, eyes like cracked glass ", let go" 

Let go of me, let go of the subject, let go of this love. 

"No" Izzy says, sounding like a broken record and not giving a fuck "I love you" 

Axl flinches at the word, face contorting in agony "Damn it, izzy! You don't even know me!" 

For a second he thinks that Axl is grasping at straws, trying to wound in any way he can, but one look at his 


distressed face and the way his hands hover over Izzy chest, clearly wanting to touch and not daring to, lets 


lzzy know that that's what Axl actually believes. 


"| do" he states simply, running a hand through greasy copper hair "I know you better than anyone" 
"No, you don't" Axl repeats, sounding so heartbroken it can't possibly be true. 

"Yeah, | do" 

"If you did you'd hate my fucking guts" 


If the situation weren't so dire, Izzy would laugh. Here is his angel, his one and only salvation, trying to convince 


him of how horrible it truly is. 


(Izzy does know Axl better than anyone, knows every creak and crevice of his fucked up head, every sad memory 
and scar that mar the clear surface of those bright ocean eyes, always so lively Axl is the most human person 
he knows, the most alive. Like a river, always changing, softening Izzy's sharp edges with the strength of the 
current. Whats there not to love about that?) 


He knows that there is a evil spirit, buried somewhere deep within Axl's delicate frame, always ready to pierce 
through his skin and fall upon whoever's closest to it at the slightest provocation He knows, also, that Axl's 
head is a fucked up place, cruel and unforgiving. He wouldn't be surprised to find out that these things Axl is 
saying now, things he so fervently believes, are nothing but reruns of the things his father used to say to 
him. Things Izzy never bothered to verbally correct. 


But those are other demons, other battles. Right now, Izzy has a mission, and nothing will deviate him from his 


goal. 


"| don't care if you don't believe me" he says, looking at where Axl's pulse is hammering in his throat "I've 


loved you all my life, and I'll probably love you forever. That's all" 

“That's all?" 

"Yeah" 

"Then let me go" 

"No" 

"Izzy" Axl is losing the battle against the tears. Izzy can see it, the way his eyes seem to be liquefying, turning 
into glimmering emeralds. He can hear it in the rawness of his voice. He's never seen Axl cry, not once. He 
hates the fact that he's the one that's doing this to him, but if the doesn't do this- 


"Say it" Izzy orders, nearly cowering in the face of Axl's trembling lower lip. 


"Say what?" 


"That | love you" Izzy says, looking at the way Axl's whole body freezes "Say it. If you can say it once, then I'l 
let you go. But you have to mean it" 


There are no words for the betrayal he finds in Axl's eyes when the dams finally break and tears spill down 
his cheeks, but Izzy knows that this is necessary. This is what needs to be done, because the words don't 
mean anything and the feelings don't mean anything if Axl doesn't know that they are there and they belong to 


him and no one else. 


"You--you love me" Axl sobs brokenly, fists clenching and unclenching on the front of Izzy's shirt like his 


body's running out of ways to release the tension. 
Izzy smiles a little. 


"And | always will. No matter what kind of shit you say or do, | won't stop. So you can stop thinking that you 
mean less than everything to me, or that I'll ever want to get rid of you at the first chance | get, because | 
won't" 


He takes a deep breath then, grabbing one of Axl's hands and bringing it up to the side of his own face. His 
palm is cold and clammy, and there is still blood under his nails, but Izzy can't help but lean on it like a 


pathetic cat. 


‘Its ok if you need me" he says, pressing a kiss to Axl's palm and trying not to fall apart at the sight the 
ocean spilling out of those eyes ", because | need you Too" 


There is a moment, there, after Billy Bailey moves to the city, when he realizes he has a problem. A big 


problem. 


He already knows, by this point, that he has issues with anger and authority and such things, but it's not until 
he has to fend for himself, completely torn from everything he's ever known, that he sees maybe that's not 
all there is to it. 


However terrible home was, terrible enough to drive him away, it was his and it was familiar. It was a taste in 
the back of his throat, mixed with sounds and colors that belonged to him. His siblings with their questions and 
wobbly smiles, his mother and her careful distance, his father's angry fists and even more painful-no, no. 


Don't go there. 


(Home was also a hole shaped like a friend that wasn't there anymore, but he doesn’t allow himself to think about 
Jeffs absence anymore than he allows himself fo think of whiskey tinged breath panting against his face, rough 
fingers pushing at his clothes, or the way his mother's indifference hurt more than anything, because a part of him 
always thought that there was a line she wouldnt let him cross) 


There is something about the city at night that makes him feel disconnected. He's never been more than a few 
blocks away from where he was born, and that always gave him a sense of belonging he didn't realize was 
there until it disappeared. Those first few nights in LA, he sits on the steps outside of buildings and watches 
people walk to and from places, wondering at their purposefulness: his plans ended with being as faraway from 


home as he could possibly be, somewhere they'd never find him, and now he's unsure of what comes next. 


(but a voice at the back of his head calls bullshit, because he knows why his feet dragged him here out of all 
possible places. Because he's been thinking about hm every heartrending night and every agonizing day, and now he's 
finally here where he can find him. But another voice argues that if Jeff left, it was for a reason. After all, who'd 
want an ugly little puppy following them around all day, crossing country just to bark at their porch and whine, 
scratching nails against their front door?) 


He meets a man who takes pity on him, on his bedraggled clothes and famished face, his gloomy eyes that are 
still too immense for his face even though he's grown a lot in the past few months. He drags Billy home like 
some small kitten left out in rain or a bird missing a wing, and there is a price to pay of course, but if living 
with his father ever taught him anything its the art of functioning on autopilot. He goes to that quiet, 
peaceful, place he goes to, where everything about himself ceases to exist as soon as a hand reaches out to 


grasp him, nothing left but the part of his body that's being occupied by another. 


"Listen up, kid" the man says afterwards, lighting a cigarette, and Billy has enough presence of mind to turn his 
head in his direction, but not much more "if someone is being nice to you, and you don't know them, run away. 
No one is nice to you just to be rice to you, and if they are, well, they can go take their pleasant ass 


somewhere else" 


Sound advice, Billy thinks, but he's still not present enough to answer. Distantly, he can sense maybe he's 
weeping, or maybe bleeding, or maybe nothing at all. Maybe it's just the lava bubbling under his skin. He 
concentrates on the plumes of smoke rising upwards and remembers lying in bed like this with Jeff by his 
side, listening to the Dark Side of the Moon and trying to make sense of it beyond the thrill of feeling the side 
of Jeff's hand pressed against his outer thigh, hyperaware of it in a way that was exhilarating instead of 
frightening or agonizing. That was so long ago. 


"That said, you can stay for a while" the man continues, but Billy's floating in the plumes of smoke and feels 


nothing. Nothing at all. 


It doesn't take long for him to realize that if he wants to survive, he has to be prepared to not be himself 
anymore. It's easy, though, becoming someone else: no one here knows Billy Bailey with his nervous hands and 
uneasy eyes. He shrugs off Billy Bailey like a snake sheds its useless hide for a newer, tougher exterior, and 


convinces himself that it's better like this. 


He stops dancing out of people's reach, forcing himself to keep still and daring anyone to try and make him 
disappear. He digs his nails to his palms to stay awake until there are permanent marks like crescent moons 


there. He forces himself not to jump when people move to fast or laugh too loud. He fights back the urge to 


curl into a tight ball when someone looks at him in a certain way that speaks of hunger and lust. 


He makes "friends" and uses them for food and a roof to sleep under the same way they use him for sex. He 
tries out for bands and finds jobs and has girlfriends. He experiences everything there is to experience, and 
then he drops it back where he found it. No one knows who he is, no one knows what makes him tick, and no 


one has enough power over him that they can make him feel anything more than what he wants to feel. 


It is only when his new persona is fully formed, only when he knows the city like the back of his hand and it's 
people like charted data, that he allows himself to go looking for Jeff. 


It's not some old need of listening to his gruff laughter, or to once and for all count all the stupid golden flecks 
in his hazel eyes, or to feel the warmth of his palm under his lips, he tells himself. It's just that he's here, and 
Jeff is here, and why the fuck not? 


He asks around and gets an address, scoffing at Jeff's new name and wondering if their reasons are similar. He 
doesn't think twice, doesn't have to gather any amount of courage to go and knock on Zzy’s door. It's only when 
the door opens and he's faced with hazel eyes and a face like moonlight that his breath catches in his throat 
and he feels incredibly grateful he's wearing shades, because his eyes feel suddenly moist and no. 

"Who are you?" this stranger, zy, asks, leaning against the doorframe, probably assuming he looks cool but 
mostly looking like he's about to topple over. There is an interest in his eyes that is self evident and makes 


him uncomfortable, makes him think of things his new self wouldn't think of. 


"Axl, now. You gonna let me in or what?" and he shoulders his way inside, not waiting for a response, taking off 


his glasses. 
"Hey, hey, wait a---" 


Izzy grabs his arm, and even through the leather of his jacket the warmth of his hand is evident, the way his 


fingers curl around his forearm like a strange kind of deliverance and its been so long--- 

"Billy?" Izzy sounds incredulous, and it really is a true measure of how much he's changed, because even the 
person that knows him the most is having trouble placing him right now. It's ok, though. That's what he was 
aiming for, but it still feels a little bit like a stab in the heart, like a wound that starts bleeding without his 
fucking permission and this is exactly what he didn't want. No one should be able to make him feel like this. 
"I'm Axl now" he says, glaring a little. 

Izzy stares, mouth open like a cartoon of himself, and Axl has to smile. 


"All that weed is frying your brain, man" 


I's ridiculously easy to fall in love with Izzy. This new person Jeff concocted that's really just Jeff, only a bit 


more conscious of himself and with his feet on the ground and, frankly, less ridiculously clueless, is just as 
easy To love as little Jeff was, with his dimply smile and tremendous imagination Or maybe it's just that 
there's still something of Billy Bailey in Axl that recognizes Izzy as a different version of everything he could 


ever possibly need, all he could ever really want. 


(But never too much, because Jeff got fed up with Billy needing him too much and grew cold and distant and then 
left, and Axl won't let that happen, not again, because now that he has him again, he's never letting go) 


The city is different, with Izzy on his side to soften the sharp edges and shed light on the dark sides. Music is 
different with Izzy, too, like he adds dimensions and color to what once was flat and monotonous. It would be 
easy to just delve back into one another and completely forget they were ever separated, if it weren't for the 
darkness and the distance that seems to creep on the edges of their friendship like poison ivy. The glances 
that are a bit too long, the silences that brim with meaning, the touches that blaze like fire yet scorch like ice. 


And then, it starts happening. The void that's somewhere in the back of his skull starts trying to suck him 
back in. It's like having Izzy around him makes him feel a little bit like he's back home, and through a fucked up 
chain of association his messed up brain starts doing shit it isn't supposed to do anymore. It finally dawns on 
him that he's losing ground he painstakingly claimed back for himself when, one night, he goes home with a girl 
and fades away. 


City girls are not like girls back home. Its not that they are forceful or anything, but they are confident and 
aggressive, the way they look at him and grab at his clothes, dig their nails on his back and shoulders and lead 
the way, and it feels good, it does. It's exciting, but at the same time, he takes comfort in the logical knowledge 
that he's stronger than they are and whatever happens, it happens because he lets it happen Whatever he 
does, he's not forced to do it, and he can stop it whenever he wants. He's built the entirety of his sexual life 


around that. 


So the first time he goes home with a girl and comes back to himself curled up in a ball underneath her bed, 
the girl near tears asking him what's wrong, it dawns on him that maybe he has other problems besides his 


obvious anger management issues and dislike for authority figures. 


He knows, rationally, that he's been through some major shit. He knows, because he's not an idiot, that his 
home life was not idyllic, or normal in the least. He knows that some of his ways of coping with shit are 
unorthodox and downright unhealthy. He knows all this, but it all feels normal to him. He knows nothing else. 


Slowly, he starts losing ground. He blacks out more often, and starts jumping at sudden noises. He can't stand it 
when people stand too close. He becomes enraged at the slightest provocation. He's getting worse, and he knows 


it. 


In a fit of impulsiveness, he ducks inside a clinic and asks about what someone might do in his situation, 
declining to make an appointment and just staring at the nurse that's manning the desk. She pins him with a 
heavy, critical look, but instead of telling him to fuck off like he expected she would, she opts to give him some 


handouts that this "person" can later go over on his own, provided that he take extra care to check in with 


himself emotionally and physically to ensure that he's keeping himself safe, since maybe he needs a trained eye 


monitoring the tiny cues that he sometimes fails to pick up on his own. 


Axl scoffs internally at this; he's pretty sure he can handle a bunch of pamphlets about teaching kids about 
safe touch, but he grabs them anyway, leafing through them on the way home. He's actually rather offended 
that she gave him this material in the first place - it's literally for children There are phrases like ‘you are 
the boss of your body and ‘tell an adult: He's not expecting it will take much effort to stay ‘safe’ when 
reading this kind of stuff. 


There are no words for the humiliation he feels when he realizes how wrong he is. 


He's barely halfway through one of the leaflets that night when he starts to gasp for air, desperately digging 
his nails into the skin of his thigh. 


In the other room, Axl can hear that Izzy is muddling through a new song he wrote, one he's been struggling 
with for a few days. Axl had made a beeline for the bedroom as soon as he got back from work, the stack of 
leaflets under his arm, embarrassed by how childish it seemed and he certainly doesn't want Izzy coming into 


the room now and finding out. 


Axl takes several deep breaths, struggling to calm himself before he's too far gone to make it back. Stares up 
at the bumpy topography of the ceiling. Grips a fistful of bedsheets in one hand, digs the claws on the other 
one down on his thigh. Bites down hard on his lip. 


He doesn't know why he's reacting like this. What he was reading wasn't exactly disturbing, at least not in the 
traditional sense of containing disturbing or explicit details, and its all worded so innocently and simply because 


of its target audience, so why is it sending him off the rails like this? 


It takes him a moment to realize that maybe it's not so much the actual content that's getting him all worked 
up as it is the implications behind it all. This information he's learning - about safe and unsafe touches, about 
learning how to say no - it's all stuff that people a fraction of his age are able to understand and implement. 
And yet here he is, a fucking grown man, a rock r' roller, a goddamn survivor of the streets- completely and 


utterly disorientated by all of it. 


It makes him feel fucking pathetic. Hopeless, even. That he cannot comprehend these supposedly simple 


concepts that even children can grasp. 


(Or rather, he does understand them, academically, at least, but applying them fo his own life is a completely 
different matter. Though he's gotten a lot better at being able to recognize his own boundaries and what he is and 
is not comfortable with, its still a struggle to make his needs known to other people, and when it comes to the 
needs of others, he stil hasn't been able to shake that sense of obligation and responsibility to fulfill them even if it 
comes at his own expense. Because thinking that he can stop everything whenever he wants to and comforting 


himself with that is not the same as refusing all together) 


It's too much for him to think about right now, or ever. 


He crumples up the pamphlet in frustration, crawls under the covers, and surrenders himself to sleep because 


even his nightmares are simpler than this. 


But sleep doesn't come, the sound of Izzy plucking at the strings of his guitar are like funeral bells to his ears. 
Sighing, he steps on a pair of jeans so that Izzy won't see the blood on his thighs, and goes out the door. 


They are staying with a friend who happened to have a spare room they could borrow, but he's not here right 
now, so it's just the two of them. Izzy is sitting on the floor, a look of concentration on his face as he sings 
along to the notes strummed from his guitar. The melody is pretty, beautiful even, and the words Izzy's 
chosen to go with it don't make it justice, even if the tender sentiment in his voice partly makes up for it. 


Axl is a lot of things, but he's not a liar. That's probably another fault of his. He doesn't know why people 
teach children not to lie, when that's the only thing life is about: everyone lies, all the time, and that's the 
groundwork of every relationship people has. It doesn't take him long to realize that despite the fact that his 
friends and girlfriends ask him to tell them the truth, they don't really want to hear it. People lie to 


themselves, and then they lie to each other, and he's not sure what's worse. 


“That's awful" he says, and mentally slaps himself, because he shouldn't have said that, not to Izzy, not when 
Izzy is so good to him despite him not deserving it and being hopeless, hopeless-- 


But Izzy just laughs, the sound blooming through the air and soothing Axl's strung out nerves. 


"Come help me out, then, oh Sage Song Writer, Creator of Great Rhymes" Izzy says mockingly, patting at the 
spot next to him. 


"Fuck you" he says, almost as a second thought, but sits anyway, a little bit further away than he would have 
any other day. Izzy frowns. 


"What's wrong?" 


"Nothing" Axl swallows a sudden lump in his throat, because he can't let Izzy see what his eyes do to him, 


can't let Izzy know how much he needs him to just do something right now. 

(Because he already drove him away once by being too needy and too scarred and ugly and evil, and now, here, 
this is just another structural flaw Axl has that's going fo make Izzy realize he's not worth if, not at all, no matter 
how much he tries to change he'll always be that fucking horrible, worthless child that should have been drowned 
at birth and Izzy should just--) 

"Hey" 


Izzy reaches out, calloused fingers softly trailing down the side of Axl's arm to lie on his thigh, right where his 


nails dug only a few moments earlier. Axl's breath catches in his throat, and he feels himself deflate. He grabs 
Izzy's hand, relaxed and right in his grasp, and marvels at the warmth of it, feel of it, like a swathe of a 
moonbeam between his fingers, and risks a glance at Izzy's face, at the way his whole body seems to be 


angled at that place where they are together and it's enough. 


Its different, with Izzy. It's always been. It's like the uncertainty that's present with everyone else is gone, like 
that little voice in the back of his head that's always telling him to get ready to run away is quieted down and 
he just is. Safe. 


‘lm fucked up" Axl says, tracing the lines on Izzy's palm and feeling his bones settle inside his body. 
"Baby" Izzy says, his fingers twitching ", what's new?" 


Axl lets out a startled laugh, and the fog creeping at the edges of his consciousness is chased away. 


This is what it must feel ike fo clean up the carnage after a war, \zzy thinks, as he makes a bundle of his blood 
soiled sheets and throws it in a corner. He certainly does feel like he's been through a few rounds with a wild 


animal, and his body is screaming at him with exhaustion and withdrawal. 


Axl is locked up in the bathroom, and the shower is running. He hasn't come out since Izzy allowed him out of 
his grasp and left him there on the floor, knowing that Axl needed privacy to piece himself back together. They 
both did. 


Izzy shoots up, the thrum of heroin through his veins a rich satisfaction he's slowly saying goodbye to. This is 
one of the reasons he didn't notice Axl was getting worse, it's what landed them in a problem in the first place. 
He has to kick it, or at least cut down a bit, and he knows it, because Axl needs him to be wholly here and 

ready to help him and not strung out on the floor like a useless rag. He owes him that much. But right now he 


doesn't feel like he has the brainpower to even consider things too much. In the morning, he'll figure it out. 


For now, he steals Chris' sheets and drags them on his bed, figuring Chris won't be back tonight. He walks 
around in circles, unsure of what to do next, and getting more and more worried because Axl is not coming 


out of the bathroom. 


Its not that he thinks that Axl is going to do something drastic, like hurting himself more or even kill-no, he's 
not going to do that. He's just taking a long shower. It's just that he's been in there for about an hour, which 
means that its been about an hour since the little scene on the bathroom floor, and he's not sure of where 
they are standing right now. He wants to believe that Axl understands that things don't necessarily need to 
change or anything, wants to think that his friend understood the true meaning behind Izzy's words, but who 
knew unconditional love would be so hard to express, especially to a person who seems to think that it doesn't 


really exist, at least when it's directed to him. 


(For you, love.. its ike a-a religion Its fucking terrifying) 


Axl's words from a while back ring true to his ears, both about himself and about Axl, and he wonders how 
Axl never saw it coming, never realized that he was the only deity of that religion. Probably Axl knew it, or at 
least a fraction of him did. It is the whole, conscious him that's having a hard time coming to terms with this, 
with knowing that a feeling that he regarded as nonexistent is directed to his person 


For someone who claims not to believe in love, Axl's always displayed clear signs of it. H's always been there, in 
the way he takes care of Izzy when he's junk sick and takes him out when he feels depressed, in that jealousy 
that creeps in his voice when he feels like he's becoming second best-those could all be considered nothing but 


friendly traits. 


(But it doesn’t escape Izzy that the one time they engaged in sexual activities that went beyond the PG rules, it 
was initiated by Axl h a very dark context, but it was. Sure, Jeff was the one that started that first kiss, warm 
lke fine scotch and tasting of summer, but the other kiss, the real kiss, the one that set Jeff's world on fire and 
left him gasping for breath, hungry for more-that was Axl) 


Screw if, Izzy thinks, making a line for the bathroom. He won't stand around here feeling inadequate indefinitely. 
Just as he's about to knock on the door, Axl opens it, drying his hair absently, and collides against Izzy with 


squawk, because of course, in that they are synchronized. 
"Sorry" Izzy says, taking a step back and fighting the urge to tilt Axl's face up to look at him in the eye. 


Axl shoves the towel at him in a move that adds a few painful new shades to the word "awkward", and 
scurries off to the bedroom. Creep that he is, Izzy brings the towel up to his nose to smell Axl's hair and 
takes comfort in the fact that at least he hasn't been punched yet. He has a strange feeling in his gut that no 
one had ever told Axl they loved him until tonight, if his reaction was anything to go by, and Izzy feels his 
heart compress painfully, because he should have told him sooner, should have told him the second he figured 


it out. 


But he'd been a fucking kid, afraid of being in love with a boy in a town that condemned such things. And then 
Axl was here with him in LA, and he was so different, and he wasn't the kind of person that would appreciate 
Izzy's feelings, wasn't the kind of person who needed to be told. It always felt like an implicit truth for Izzy, but 
he should have known that Axl's psyche is pitiless and mean-spirited, crawling with voices of a dark past. 


Well, now he knows. He knows everything. Hopefully it will be enough to fix all the damage Izzy's carelessness 


caused. 
He takes a shower with what's left of the hot water, which turns out to be all the hot water. Axl must have 


showered with the cold spray. Izzy sighs, pressing his palms against his eyes and wondering how this became 


their life. 


When he walks out of the shower, he sees that Axl put away the medical supplies and wiped the floor clean of 


blood. Not a stain in sight. The spotlessness of the bathroom adds to the strange surrealistic feel of this 


whole thing, like it happened in a parallel universe and he caught a glimpse of it through a crack in space-time. 


When he walks out of the bathroom, Izzy bypasses the couch out of habit, heading for the bedroom . Axl is 
sitting cross-legged on Izzy's bed, staring intently at nothing, wearing sweat pants, socks and that sweater that 
covers his hands, as if he were trying to put a physical barrier between himself and the outside world. He 


looks up at Izzy when he freezes at the doorway, and his eyes say that there's no way out now. 


Despite the fact that his feet are literally dragging with exhaustion, both physical and emotional, Izzy hauls 
himself forward, sitting gingerly on the bed but keeping a careful space between them and wordlessly implying 
Axl's the only one allowed to cross it. Izzy recognizes his posture, the way he hunches slightly, shoulders tense 
-like he's trying to make himself small but at the same time fighting that urge. It's amazing, really. That he 
ever thought anything could be easy with someone like Axl. 


But it doesn't matter. No more hesitation, no more waltzing away from problems, no more ignoring what he 


doesn't want to acknowledge just because it hurts. Whatever Axl says next, Izzy is prepared to deal with it. 


"| like watching you when | touch you," Axl says, proving that his sole purpose in life is making Izzy feel 
inadequate and stupidly self-conscious. 


"Fuck," he says, flustered, "Am l- | didn't mean to- to freak you out by.. fuck-" 


"IFs okay," Axl cuts in quickly. "That's what | love about it. You make me.. You make touch seem so.. beautiful.” 
That's an unexpected turn of phrase. Izzy's lips twitch, but Axl holds up a hand and says, "Shut up, | know how 


fucking corny | sound right now. Don't make fun of me." 


Izzy doesn't have to make too much effort to make his expression sober up, because the last thing they need 
right now is a misunderstanding. Axl looks drained, even more exhausted than he looked before showering, and 


that should be impossible, but his eyes are less dull now. More alive. 


"Nobody ever reacted like that when | touched them," Axl continues quietly, averting his eyes. "They.. They 
looked at me weird or-They took what they wanted just because they could" 


Izzy grits his teeth, old anger surging through his veins like poison, scorching the surface of his skin like acid. 


Axl doesn't notice, completely absorbed by what he's trying to say. 


"And with other people, it's like they just want a warm body to rub against and that's all. Not because they 
actually... It doesn't actually mean anything to them. Their reactions... It doesn't matter who | am, just that 
they get what they want, and that's ok. But with you, its like... It's like you react this way because... 


He glances up at Izzy and Izzy curses himself, because whatever Axl sees in his face seems to make him 
stutter and stop talking, like he's at the limit of interpretation and can no longer put words to the thoughts 


swarming in his head. 


(it feels so much Ike that night long ago, when Billy Bailey climbed up to his bedroom bruised and bloodied and 
frenzied, trying so hard to make sense, trying so hard to be understood, and little Jeff was left grasping for words, 
clueless and wondering what he was supposed fo say, desperately wanting to offer comfort and not knowing how) 


"| react this way because it's you," Izzy finishes softly. 


Axl's head snaps up to meet Izzy's gaze and he nods, puffy, red-rimmed eyes wide and wet with wonder, and a 


part of Izzy feels sorry that he's made Axl cry so many times today, and the sun isn't even up yet. 

"You love me" Axl states, like he's tasting the words, but he doesn’t sound so incredulous anymore. 

"Yeah" and it's not even hard to say it anymore, now that it's finally out. Axl swallows, then looks away again 
"| don't... | don't know what I'm supposed to do," he admits, sounding childlike and clearly hating it. 

"Nothing," Izzy says quickly. "You don't have to do anything. I'm sorry if | messed you all up by telling you that 
stuff. It's just... Shit, I've had that inside me for so long, and | never thought I'd actually be able to say iT to 
you. Never in my wildest dreams" 


"What if | can't love you back?" Axl asks quietly, not looking up. 


Izzy can feel his face clouding over slightly but his voice is even and sincere when he replies, "I can live with 


that. You're here. That's good enough for me." 

Axl looks at him then, looks at him with eyes like fire and hope and weird and wonderful things that have 
always been there in his eyes, but Izzy's never been smart enough to see. Izzy is caught, stuck, mesmerized. 
He feels like he's looking at Axl's eyes for the first time, and he is, really. For the first time in forever, those 
eyes are stripped naked for him out of Axl's own free will. It would be clichéd to say that he could quite 
possibly drown in those eyes, but he figures clichés became so for a reason Those are eyes, wide and 


impossibly deep, are what clichés are made from. 


He's so immersed in his newfound fascination, that when Axl reaches out with his hand and touches his 


knuckles, Izzy jumps. He's not sure why the fuck he does that, but he doesn't miss the way Axl flinches. 
"Sorry. l--no, sorry" 

But Axl's hands have already retreated, like beaten dogs, coiling together on Axl's lap. 

"| should have asked, sorry" Axl says, averting his eyes. 


"No, no. It's ok, I'm just--l was distracted, you caught me off guard" 


AXI frowns "You were looking at me" 


"Hum" Izzy swallows, shutting his eyes for a second to try and get his thoughts straight "| just.. | don't want 
you to think that just because |--said that, you know. That you don't have to do anything. You don't owe me 
anything" 


"I know that" Axl says, looking at him like he's an idiot. 


"Really?" Izzy says skeptically "Because your track record of doing shit that you don't want to do just because 


you think you have to is not very promising" 
Axl's eyes shutter, a layer of ice appearing over that body of water "Thank you" 


"No, look- I'm saying this all wrong" Izzy says, massaging his temple. He's so tired he feels he's on the verge of 
passing out, but if they don't do this now they never will "Half of what | say is just-its fucking meaningless, 
but--" 


‘Isn't that from a song?"Axl cuts him off, clearly uncomfortable and wanting to change the subject. 


Izzy won't be deterred, despite being equally uncomfortable and tempted to continue their age old tradition of 
letting things slide. He strides on. 


"I just don't want you to feel like-like I'm forcing your hand or anything" he finishes lamely, wondering why he 
never cultivated better conversational skills. 


Axl looks up at him then, his lips curling a little "Izzy, | touched your hand. You really think that if | felt forced 
to--to do anything for you, thats the first thing I'd do?" 


That is actually a good point. 


"Hum" Izzy swallows, then allows himself a slightly sheepish smile. "No, | guess not.. I'm sorry. l.. Shit, | ruined a 


Moment, didn't |?" 


Axl laughs, covering his face with his hands and shaking with it. Izzy smiles wider, because he cannot 


remember the last time he heard Axl laugh like that. 


And just like that, the darkness dispels, chased away by the cadence of Axl's laughter, and the walls between 
them crumble into dust. Izzy feels all at once as if they're standing in the middle of the solar system, entire 
galaxies of unexplored possibilities swirling around them in brilliant waltzing clusters. Even the ones that are as 
untouchable and temporary as supernovas are still giving off light for the time being, and he realizes that this 


is all he can ask for, really. 


"Yeah, you did" Axl says, wiping his eyes, his smile fond and still on the verge of laughter ". But | think there'll 


be more." 


come and save me Tonight 


Author's Notes: 
And so we've reached the end. Bittersweet maybe, but that's life i guess. To anyone who's gotten this far, 
thank you for reading, and let me know what you think! 


The night was going great. The show was awesome, even if they'd had their doubts about how it was going to 
go. They played a small club a little far away from their usual gigs, to a different crowd that had never heard 
them before, but Izzy should have known better than worrying about not making an impression: Axl had them 
tap dancing on the palm of his hand in no time, throwing compliments at the girls in the front row between 
songs, his long hair glimmering under the lights and that makeup--guh. 


He still was not sure how he felt about it, or about the clothes. The redhead looked like a strange, staged 
version of himself, scantily clad with his hair all teased up, and Izzy was no less put out by it than he'd been 
the first time. He looked ethereal under the stage lights, like a creature made of shining glass and starlight, 
less like Axl and more like that fairy little Jeff found crawling out of a tree that one time long ago. It dragged 
out of him something of a melancholic feeling, the ghost of sadness at a magical world that had once felt so 


real, but was now nothing but a memory: two people that didn't exist anymore. 


But then Axl pressed up against him while they did a Zeppelin cover and he was grinning and well. Izzy figured 
he could live with it. 


It was great in a way that can't really be rehearsed no matter how much you try, when the music slides out 
of your fingers and flows out of your mouth and slips right through your very pores, radiating from within 
When you look around, and you can see that the other guys feel it too. That right there is what they always 
wanted, what they craved and needed, that sense of unity outside of themselves that had them beaming at 
each other like idiots through the show, basking under the cheering of the crowd. 


It was afterwards that everything went to shit. 


Izzy was sitting at the bar, laughing as he watched Axl and Chris dance exuberantly to Rebel Yell, of all things, 
both of them mouthing the words like it was the best song to ever grace their ears. Occasionally, laughing 
green eyes met his over someone's shoulder, the intensity and possibilities dancing there making Izzy's breath 
catch and gooseflesh raise on his arms. But then he'd lose sight of him, the throng of people closing in and 


blocking him from view, leaving him waiting for another moment of breathtaking eye contact. 


"Just fuck him already! Christ" Chris said exasperatedly when he bounded back to the bar for a drink, leaving 
Axl behind to be swarmed by a group of girls. 


"Is complicated" Izzy said, echoing his own words from a while back, eyes glued to the dance floor. He sucked 


in a breath as Axl reached out a hand to one girl and then spun her after she placed hers in it. Then, he spun 
all of her friends, dipping the last one to a chorus of laughter. 


"He's not some wilting flower, lzz" Chris said, rolling his eyes and nodding at Axl's new dance partners. "Or a 
blushing virgin. What do you think he's planning on doing to all those girls tonight?" 


Izzy turned to look at Chris with an incredulous expression on his face and said flatly, "Nothin." 


"It doesn't look like nothin’," Chris said, leaning close to be heard over the music ". And denial is a feeling too, 


my friend’ 
“That's just dancing," Izzy insisted. 


"That he could be doing with you" Chris points out, downing a beer in record time and calling for another "You 


know, the best friend that harbors a secret undying love for him that seems to not be so secret anymore" 


Izzy cringed, because he was right. Ever since the air cleared between them, he and Axl had been testing the 
waters, regarding each other carefully and curiously, both wondering about what could be, but not being brave 
enough to take that next step forward. Izzy had told Axl that he wanted nothing from him that was not given 
freely, and he stood by that. Even if he never got what he truly wanted from Axl, it was infinitely better to 
just stay as they were than for Izzy to have more stolen moments that he would have to pay for in the end 


because Axl wasn't ready for it. 


There was no script for this, no past experience they had learnt from. They were slowly learning to navigate 
this new world where they were truly, absolutely honest with each other about who they were and what they 
wanted and what they feared and it was stupidly hard, considering they'd known each other all their lives. 


"Chris," Izzy said, sighing, resolving to at least try to explain, because they all lived together and Chris was a 
part of their fucked up dynamic, weather he wanted to or not "he's been through.” 


But Chris cut him off before he could say anything else. "l know he's lived through some bad shit, dude," he 
said, holding up a hand. "But the point is that he lived through it, whatever it was. You-you love him. He's here’ 
Chris shrugged, looking at him right in the eye. Izzy was not surprised at the cunning understanding he found 


there ". And so are you. Go fuck him." 


Izzy laughed despite himself. How could he explain that sometimes, even though Axl looked like he was there, he 
wasn't there? Not really there. He was lost somewhere in his own head, dipped in silence, and anything could 
set it off, from a sudden movement to an innocent touch. How could he explain that Axl felt like he'd disappear 
at any moment, like he wasn't real, and tried to ground himself with pain and blood? How could he explain that 
Axl felt like his body wasn't his own, that it belonged to some entity that dragged him off into the dark at any 


chance it got, and it was there for the taking of anyone who wanted it? 


Izzy'd gotten Axl to understand, logically at least, that he loved him, but he could see in the way that Axl 


sometimes regarded him like a puzzle that frustrated him to no end, in the way that he sometimes looked at 
Izzy's hands like they were something dangerous, that it was hard for him to actually feel that love. It hurt 
that Axl didn't trust him enough to even do that, but Izzy could see where he was coming from. He knew Izzy 
walking away was one of the ghosts that haunted Axl's troubled peace. 


‘It's not that easy" he said to Chris instead, because it was hard explaining all that to himself, let alone 
someone else. He missed the easy numbness of heroin, always there to take uncertainty away, but he knew 


that Axl's pain wouldn't disappear just because Izzy chose to inoculate himself against it. 
"Is never gonna get easy if you don't start working towards it" 
Izzy raised an eyebrow "When did you become a relationship guru?" 


"Next to you two, lovebirds," Chris grinned, stressing the word just to be extra annoying "anyone comes off as 


an expert" 


And Izzy was about to answer, but just then he caught something out of the corner of his eye that got him 
training his eyes on Axl. Some guy had a little too much to drink and plastered himself up against him, pawing 


at his teased up hair, and Axl-well, he seemed to be amused, still in a good mood after the show. For now. 
"Ten bucks on Axl" Chris said, smirking. 
lm not betting on the other dude" Izzy said, settling back for the show. 


"| won't bite, baby" the guy said between songs, loud enough for a few heads to turn, and Izzy was pretty 
sure he thought he was talking to a girl. Apparently, Axl got to the same conclusion, because he snorted and 


shoved him away. 


"Come on, baby!" the guy slurred, and Izzy felt a little bad for him, because he'd been in the receiving end of 


that corrosive glare a few times himself "I'll be nice to you" 


For a second, it looked like they were in for one hell of a show, because it was comments like that that made 
Axl bristle and break necks. But then Axl's stance shifted and something was wrong, Izzy could tell just from 
the way Axl's shoulders sagged a little bit, almost too little to notice, like he was trying to make himself a 
smaller target. Izzy wasn't sure what brought it on. Maybe it was the words, something in the way they were 
drunkenly slurred, something in the guy's tone of voice, the wording, the inflection. Maybe it was the guy's 


hand on Axl's arm, reminiscent of others 


Something tripped the wire, it really didn't matter what, and Izzy hated those moments, because they could 
not be predicted in any way, could not be stopped, or avoided. They just happened, in the way of natural 
disasters, and Izzy had only enough time to take a step towards him before Axl disappeared into the crowd, as 
if he had vanished into thin air, the throng of people closing in and effectively covering his tracks. 


"Fuck" Izzy muttered, dropping his glass on the table before hurling himself after him, shoving people out of 
his way, following Axl out the door. The cold night air hit him suddenly after the foggy heat of the bar, and he 
shuddered, looking around to see which way Axl had gone. He caught a glimpse of red disappearing in the 


corner, and started to run. 


Axl runs fast. He's always been fast. He used to be that kid at school that seemed to think PE. was the 
Olympics and occasionally had to be told to calm the fuck down, but only when it came to running. Only 
recently Izzy'd managed to see the connection Axl makes between running fast and being safe, and he's 


elevated navigating the city at top speed to state of art. 


Izzy ran as fast as he could, willing Axl not to slip away from him, because he was sure that if he lost sight 
of him, he'd quite possibly never find him again. They'd never been in this part of town, far away from their 
usual dwellings, and Izzy cursed Axl's trip wired mind for choosing this night out of all to snap at them. 


Axl started slowing down by the time waves crashing could be heard, letting Izzy finally catch up with him. His 
heart was beating fast, threatening to stumble out of his ribcage, and his legs burned. He couldn't remember 
the last time he'd ran like that, like his life depended on it, but at least he wasn't cold anymore. Small blessings 
and all that. 


Izzy found him at the beach, on a platform, leaning against a fence but not looking out at the sea. The anger at 
himself was almost like a visible miasma, clinging to his thin frame like broken wings. It had been a while since 
the last time something like that happened, and Izzy's pretty sure no one is ever more flabbergasted or 
frustrated by those unexpected moments than Axl, usually so sure of himself and confident in his own skin 


In their life together, Axl's always been the saving grace, the stronger one, the one that doesn't waver. Its 
always been his hands that heal Izzy's wounds, his soothing words that act like a balm against pain, a blanket 
against the cold. Its always strange to see him with his wings clipped. Like watching the sun being shut down, 
shaking the foundations of Izzy's universe. But he promised he'd never leave Axl again, that they'd never leave 
things like this to rot and fester between them just because Axl is too ashamed of the truth and Izzy's too 
afraid to face it. 


And so here he is, breath puffing out of him in little clouds, walking over to Axl's miserable looking frame and 
leaning on the cold steel fence, looking out at the ocean, knowing that on moments like this, moments that drag 
him deep into the dark, Axl feels too pathetic and exposed for eye contact. Out of the corner of his eye, he 
sees Axl's pale fingers clench spasmodically around the railing, like he's fighting the urge to dig his nails into his 
flesh. Morning isn't here yet, and the sky is that particular blend of orange-cerulean that feels like it can't 
possibly exist in the wild, a few clouds drifting here and there like wandering whales sailing the skyline. 


When he first came to California, he'd imagined he'd spend all his free time looking at the ocean, scanning the 
sky, listening to the waves... He'd dreamed of the ocean as a child, of it's vastness, of the incredible creatures 
that inhabited it. It had seemed like the sea was closer to the world as he imagined it, bubbling with mystery 
and wonder, than the real world, so dull and normal That was until he found a fairy crawling out of a tree and 


dragged him home and into his life. Nothing seemed quite so dull after he found Billy Bailey, who evoked in him 


thoughts and feelings and sensations he could not even comprehend only with his words, his voice, his eyes 


Now that he thinks about it, he hasn't even thought about the real ocean since Axl popped into his life, content 
to just sink in the imagined ocean that hides behind his eyes, learning to sail it.not very well, but he's trying. 


The sound of the waves crashing against the shore is rather calming, though. They should come out here 


more often. 


"| had a dream once that | could walk on water" Izzy says softly, letting the wind carry his words away to see 
if Axl will want them "and | could swim on land. It was really bizarre, the strangest thing I've ever dreamt 
about, and I've had some weird ass dreams" he pauses at a sharp intake of breath that might be a laugh, but 
he doesn't turn to look at Axl. Keeps eyes trained on the horizon ". This one time | dreamt | was a rug. A rug! 
And | hated my pattern-"A few of the cloud are being pierced by the first rays of sunshine, making them a 
color that's almost but no quite the same as Axl's eyes. 


"It was an ugly pattern, tough" he continues, brushing his hair away from his eyes ". Probably something my 
mom would buy. With flowers and shoes, of all things-" 


They are standing on a platform and Izzy wishes it were sand under his bare feet instead of concrete under 
his sneakers, but Axl is slowly inching closer to him as he speaks, the words more background noise than 
anything, almost like the cries of the seagulls or the dancing waves. He talks for a long time. Talks and talks, 
says things he thinks he read somewhere and other things he makes up, neutral thing that will anchor Axl to 
this moment, this one second, when they are alone and together and safe. 


Its funny because, even as he tries to keep Axl anchored in the moment, he feels himself drift away. It's 
almost like an out of body experience, like he's up there caught the clouds, looking down at himself and his 
clumsy attempts at trying to be the one that does the saving, for a change, and not just a satellite basking in 
Axts light. The sun lazily rises up above the line of the horizon, but that's not his sun, so he doesn't pay it 


any mind. 


California seagulls are migratory and move to the West Coast in the winter, so thats when you can see 
them" Izzy says, swatting his hair away from his face because it snaps at him like whips in the breeze. It's 
picking up, cooling the sweat on his body, sticking his t-shirt to his skin uncomfortably, but he keeps talking, 


sparing glances to where Axl's hands are gripping the railing. There's no blood under his nails. 
Says, "It's funny, cause they are called California Gulls but they are the state bird of Utah" 


That might be true, he's not sure. But it doesn't really matter when Axl crosses those last few inches and 
presses up against his side. Izzy says some other stuff, too. Maybe about seagulls, maybe about something 


else, but he only really tunes back into his own conversation when he hears himself telling Axl, "I want to kiss 


you." 


He can't seem to look Axl in the eye, and the words don't feel like his own somehow. Or rather, they don't feel 


like they are his to say, and he wonders why that is. Even that night a few months ago, when he was babbling 
all that ridiculous stuff to Axl about love that he normally wouldn't have been able to admit even just to 
himself, the words had felt natural and free, an extension of him, something meant to be shared instead of 


sealed up tightly inside like bottled air. 


It was an eruption that he couldn't have contained even if he'd tried - once he'd opened his stupid damn 
mouth, he hadn't been able to shut up. Not when it was something that had been struggling to break free for 
most of his life. He honestly can't remember a time when he wasn't carrying all that love around inside him, 


ever changing and ever present and quite possibly the only thing about himself that feels a little bit magical. 


Axl blinks at him, clearly taken aback by the suddenness of the statement. He'd been listening intently, hanging 
on to every word like a lifeline. Izzy fears for a second he fucked up again, cursing his brain's inability to shut 
the fuck up these days. But Axl's eyes don't cloud over, don't stammer shut, even though they are so filled 

with emotions- shock, terror, wonder, amazement?- as he stares straight into Izzy's eyes, incapable of hiding 


himself, of not looking and looking his fill. 


His hair is a mess, riding in the wind and sticking to the sides of his face in clusters. His face is a mess of 
smudged makeup on bleached-bone white skin, some stray glitter made its way to the tip of his nose, but his 
eyes are wide open and bare. He can't read Axl's face, but what he sees in Izzy's expression makes his eyes 
flicker to something that Izzy can't even come close to putting a name to, but looks a little bit like he's 


nervous without being afraid. 


If there was ever a time to make a big deal of something, this would be it, because Izzy is pretty sure he's 
never actually seen this kind of opemmess in Axl's face, not out of his own volition, and he's opening his mouth 
to do just that, when Axl surges up and kisses him. Izzy is pushed back against the fence, rail digging into the 
crook of his back, but Axl's kissing him. 


Somehow, it's like a thousand times bigger. Bigger than the dancing or the hand holding or thigh touching and 
huddling together under the stars and any other kiss they've ever shared before, bigger than the stupid 
fights and shared jokes and singing on the same microphone for a crowded club floor. Bigger than the fact that 
he's higher than he's maybe ever been in his life, and he's being kissed by his best friend early in the cold 
morning by the sea and Axl still tastes like beer and fucking butterflies, if that's even possible, and Izzy is in 
love, love, love. And twenty-one and a little bit drunk from earlier, but when has that ever changed anything? 


Axl's lips on his, warm and soft against Izzy's mouth-and Izzy feels the point of contact through his jaw, 
spreading through his chest and pooling hot and overwhelming somewhere in the area of his stomach. Axl is so 
close that when he takes a breath Izzy breathes with him, and Izzy feels for the first time that he's not 
stealing anything from Axl like a thief in the night: they are sharing something, this sweet sunlight that coils 
under his bones and promises to stay forever, because maybe it starts within Axl but Izzy coaxes it out, 
makes it shine brighter. Axl's hands hold his face gently, anchoring him here with him, and Izzy can think of 
nothing else that there would be in heaven beyond the absolute thrill of being right here. 


It ends. Of course it ends, and leaves Izzy shaky but smiling, not afraid to smile, not when finally the chill's 


been vanished from his soul even as the sea breeze draws goose bumps to the surface of his skin. 
"Axl?" 


Axl is looking at him strangely, a little bit too intensely for Izzy's liking, his eyes slightly cracked by something 
that's darker than it should be. 


"Axl?" Izzy repeats, feeling slightly concerned but trying not to show it, begging that this is not one of those 
moments and Axl is still in there "Are you... ls everything okay? You still with me?" 


‘lm okay," Axl whispers, "m just.. Replacing my bad memories with good ones, is all." 


Axl draws his lips into a shaky smile that's still like the sun breaking through the harshest clouds, forever the 
centre of his solar system. Izzy can see that he is working desperately against the current of his brain's 
fucked-up circuitry, taking whatever ghastly leftover sensations he can detect of the wrong hands on the 
wrong parts of his body and exchanging them for what he feels right now - the steady security of Izzy's 
touch, the matched rhythm of their breathing, the harmonic notes of their pulse, all their functions operating 


in sync with each other. 


For maybe the first time in his life, Izzy's not afraid of breaking without meaning to, of feeling Axl tremble 
under his hands and knowing that it is not fear or pain or any other terrible thing he can't name but has 
always been a ghost threatening the threads that bind them, but a wanting so intense that Izzy can see it 
there in his wide green eyes, feel it where hands frame his face tenderly, reverently, and he has to bite his lip 


to stop himself from asking for more. 


He melts into Axl's presence, into the memorized blues and greens of his eyes and the way his hands remain 
feather-light in their touch. Izzy wills him to try and understand, right then, that he can afford to relinquish 
even the most delicate and carefully guarded parts of himself to Izzy, because he won't twist them into 

something hateful, he will keep them safe, and, most importantly, he will always allow him to take them back. 


"See?" Axl says, and Izzy can't stop looking at his mouth, hoping heaven will come again. Because Axl is looking 
at him like he's the most wonderful person in the world, like there's nowhere else he'd rather be, no one else 
he'd rather be with, even though it's cold and windy and the sun is beginning to glare at them 'I told you 


there'd be more." 


Izzy can't keep the silly grin off his face for the life of him. And he doesn't care. He runs both hands up Axl's 
sides, watches him shiver, savors the smell of Axl's hair, the feel of Axl's /fe beneath his hands, the 


knowledge that Axl always comes back to him, no matter how far away the darkness tries to pull him. 


Its not so hard, right now, to see that little fairy, that gift of nature bestowed upon him in the light of the 
rising sun hitting Axl's seaglass eyes. It's not hard to see the angel there where Axl's messy hair catches fire 
like a halo around his head. Izzy thinks that maybe all those brave magical worlds he forced himself to forget 
about, to grow out of, maybe they live right here in this moment, in the space between them that only slivers 


oT Morning breeze and sunbeams can squeeze Through. 
f g b d sunb q through 


He kisses Axl again, just because he can, and Axl kisses back, but not because he's angry, not out of spite or to 
force himself to feel something, but because he wants to. Izzy can feel that want radiating from Axl like the 
sweetest warmth, seeping through his skin and rushing through his veins and coiling around his bones and Axl 
may not say it, but he does love Izzy. Loves him deeply, wildly, and Izzy relishes in the feeling that there's no 
erasing this, no pretending it never happened, because it's finally happening for the right reasons. 


Because maybe everything else will never be easy, maybe all the rest will forever be complicated and 


stingingly painful, but this, right here? This? This is easy. This is it. 


No matter how long it lasts, no matter what happens to them after this one Moment, Izzy doesn't think 
anyone could take this bliss, this harmony, away from them. Their galaxy of waltzing clusters of stars and 
supernovas shatters with a glimmering swipe of Axls tongue against Izzy's lower lip, and his mind stutters 
with fluttering hopes as his arms wrap tightly around Axl's waist and his angel sighs contentedly. 


He isn't naive enough to think that Axl will ever truly be as okay as Izzy would like. He's not even naive enough 
to think that just because he's not using heroin right now, it doesn't mean he's kicked it forever, doesn't mean 


he won't crave it like water, pins and needles twisting just under the surface of his skin as he writhes in 


agony. 


But that doesn't mean they can't still carve out days that might make whatever pain they've had to slough 
through to make it to this point feel absolutely worthwhile. Days where all it takes to remind them why 
they're still here is the perfect cadence of Izzy's voice, the cunning understanding in Chris' eyes, the vortex of 
Axl's smile reaching a certain point. The taste of rich coffee on the kitchen floor while they write a new song 


and share a joke. 
Axl drops his hands to his sides, letting ‘s Izzy's arms stay where they are, trusting them, allowing them to be 
the gravitational pull that keeps his universe centered, like Izzy's always trusted him to be the angel that 


keeps him alive. 


Izzy doesn't worry, because they may not be ok just yet, but they're both in good hands. 


„fn. 


This story now has a sequel tited "Angel" 


